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ABSTRACT
Pastoral Behaviors That Create or Maintain
a Team Learning Atmosphere in the Church
by

•

Bryan Daniel Collier
Peter Senge, in his landmark book The Fifth Discipline, defines
teatn learning as "the process of aligning and developing the capacity of a
team to create the results its members truly desire" (236). This team
learning discipline begins with dialogue "the capacity of members of a
team to suspend assumptions and enter into a genuine 'thinking
m

together (10). This synergistic effort yields ideas, solutions, and
possibilities not previously considered by the participating individuals.
What are the specific behaviors pastors practice that encourage a
team learning atmosphere in the church? With this question in mind,
semi-structured individual interviews were conducted with twenty
.

pastors of churches identified as team learning churches. These

-

congregations were selected by a panel of pre-selected experts and by
asking each participant in the study to further identify team learning
churches.
The interview identified six behaviors that help create or maintain
a team learning atmosphere in the church. First, the pastoral leader
values team learning. Second, the pastoral leader models team learning
in his/her interactions with the congregation. Third, pastors who lead

congregations that learn together as teams enter into dialogue with their
people valuing their ideas and input. Fourth, pastoral leaders give their
congregational teams permission to risk failure as they attempt new ways
•

to communicate the Gospel. Fifth,

pastorallead~rs

in tearn learning

congregations selected for the study coach their congregational leaders in
the methods and strategies of teaming in order to reproduce the team
mentality in them. Finally, pastoral leaders use specific tearn-oriented
language to influence the thinking of their congregations toward team
ministry.
Through the study, it also became apparent that none of these
behaviors were more significant for creating than for maintaining the
team-learning atmosphere. This insight, along with the six identified
behaviors, provides at least four applications for ministry: (1) Pastoral
leaders who exhibit the six aforementioned behaviors help create and
maintain a team learning environment in the church. (2) Team learning
congregations have no specific profile other than their leaders are
committed to ministry in teams and to those teams' learning and growing
together. (3) The senior pastor in a congregation is not always the
primary influencer or leader in the area of teams. (4) Pastoral leaders
who, through their behaviors, help create and maintain a team learning
environment in the church, lead growing churches.
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CHAPTER 1
Understanding the Problem
.

By almost any standard, I have enjoyed successful ministries at
the three churches I served in my short time as a pastor. That success
could be attributed to an idea I stumbled upon out of necessity, rather
than an idea conceived in brilliance. Though hired as a youth ministry
coordinator and pastoral assistant, I realized I had little skill to perform
as a typical youth minister. In most parishioners' thinking, a typical
youth minister is someone paid to teach, lead, disciple, and relate to
youth so that no one else in the church has to. It becalne apparent that
•

if I were to succeed it would take a team effort, so I began recruiting
people for my team.
Before approaching my first team of candidates, I composed ajob
description. Reflecting on that job description now, I realize the most
important elements that I accidentally included were the statements:
.

"You will not be not be left alone to do this ministry. You are one of four
couples who will be part of a team that shares the teaching, supervising
and leading responsibilities. I promise you that I will not leave you alone
to do this important work." What ensued was the creation of two teams
of four individuals who worked in pairs. Each person taught one
Sunday, "policed" for another person while they taught one Sunday, and
except for planning sessions, were off on the other Sundays each month.
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My first surprise came at our first quarterly planning meeting.
Team members had intentionally been selected for their qualities of
.

.

spiritual maturity, commitment, and ability to communicate with youth.
What I also discovered, however, was the varietY.of vocations and
avocations of the group. Among those selected were two former Young
.Life workers, two teachers, a Toyota engineer, an IBM marketing
employee, a pilot, and a full-time mom. The air was charged with energy
and excitement as we began our first brainstorming session about what
ministry to the youth of our church would look like in the coming
months. Ideas surfaced that I never dreamed or imagined and these
,

ideas took form as we shaped them into events and plans.
I was happily perplexed when just three months into our teamwork
I discovered that almost every team member was present every Sunday
night. This was amazing because typically the teachers who work with
youth relish a night off so much that there is no way they would show up
if they did not have to. As I asked the team about their perfect
attendance, the reasons behind their desires to be more active than I
anticipated centered on four realities. First, they were relieved to know
that they as individuals were not ultimately responsible for the success
or failure of youth ministry at the church; second, they enjoyed being
around the other team members and feeding off their energy and ideas;
third, I supported them and gave them a chance to bring their particular

•
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strengths to the team effort; and finally, I took their suggestions and
ideas seriously.
The success of the ministry and my personal enjoyment of working
•

in this way encouraged me to try it at the next church I served but in
more areas than just youth. The results were similar across a broad
.

spectrum of ministries and circumstances, and the satisfaction level of
the participants was remarkable. Thus, my interest in team ministry
began.
The success and satisfaction I found in teams cut across the grain
of the traditional congregation where I discovered a large number of
people doing jobs poorly and with little interest. When those people and
their experiences were compared to tearn-centered ministries, both the
success and the enjoyment level of the participants was radically
different. I began to wonder why the church could not be team-centered,
learning from one another's victories and mistakes in order to increase
•

our success and enjoyment as we serve Christ.
When I began to explore the applications of team learning, I
discovered several corporations who were writing about their learnings in
the practice. Max DePree, chairman of Herman Miller, Inc. was first in a
chain of authors who pointed me toward the common theme of "team."
Later, I discovered this theme more highly developed in MIT professor
•

Peter Senge's work, The Fifth Discipline. I was encouraged to read of
teams learning from each other and succeeding while providing

•

Collier 4
rewarding work for their participants. Likewise, I was disappointed to
realize that the church had the charge and the Spirit to focus on team
.

learning and leadership but was essentially ignoring its gifts. The early
church set a standard for teaITI learning and team leading (which I
discuss in Chapter 2). The contemporary church has lost this tearn
approach to life and ministry while the contemporary world found,
employed, and succeeded with it.
The Problem

My quest for participatory learning and leading in the church
begins with a general question: How can the church reclaim its birthright
•

as a team-learning and team-led organism? In the organizations about
which I read, the transformation begins with the leaders and with willing
participants. This study focused on part one of the equation the
leaders while only remotely dealing with part two. This decision was
made because it appears that willing participants emerge as they see
.

willing, competent, and cutting-edge participatory leaders.
Central to this study is the concept of team learning posited by
Peter Senge in his landmark work, The Fifth Discipline. Through the
study, we engaged critically with his concept of team learning by (a)
asking how others have responded to this concept, (b) critically engaging
this notion with respect to Scripture and/ or theology, and (c) studying
ch urches that practice team learning .

•
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•

Statement of Purpose

The purpose of the study was to identify the behaviors of pastoral
•

leaders that help create or maintain that environment where team

•

learning flourishes. It was the further intention to assess the degree to
which these identified behaviors are congruent with those behaviors
highlighted in the review of literature.
Research Questions

The following research questions will guide the study.
Research Question 1

What is the team learning skill set evident among churches where
•

a tealll learning environment exists?
Research Question 2

How does the pastoral leader help create and maintain a team
learning environment in the church?
•

Does the pastoral leader's stated belief in and practice of team
learning skills play a significa n t role in creating or maintaining
a team learning environment?

•

Does the pastoral leader's modeling and encouraging of
openness to ideas and dialogue playa significant role in
•

creating or maintaining a team learning environment?
•

Does the pastoral leader's permission for teams to risk failure
play a significant role in creating or maintaining a learning
environment?

•
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•

Research Question 3

Do the responses from interviews reflect or differ from Senge's
principles in The Fifth Discipline?
•

•

If the responses reflect Senge's principles to what degree was
The Fifth Discipline a influencing. factor?
.

•

If The Fifth Discipline was not an influencing factor, what were
the influencing factors that led to the behaviors?
Definitions

Four terms are central to this study: pastoral leader, flourish, team
lea [ning, and tea m.
•

1. Pastoral Leader

For the purpose of the study, the pastoral leader is defined as the
person identified by the church's governing board or agency as the
individual who is the primary catalyst for team ministry in the location.
This pastoral leader's task in creating and maintaining a team learning
environment can be summed up as all the actions of that leader related
to the arranging, bringing about, continuing, encouraging, and
supporting of team learning as by intention or design.
2. Flourish

•

For the purpose of the study the term "flourish" describes the
desired environment where team learning thrives and grows. In an
organization
where
team
learning
flourishes,
team
learning
is
the
norm
,
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(not the exception) when creatively making decisions, solving problems,
and strategizing for growth and ministry.
3. Team Learning

For the purpose of this study, the definition cited by Peter Senge in
his foundational work, The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of
.

Learning Organization was used. Senge says, "Team learning is the
process of aligning and developing the capacity of a team to create the
results its members truly desire" (236). Senge explains, "This discipline
of team learning starts with 'dialogue,' the capacity of members of a
team to suspend assumptions and enter into a genuine 'thinking
together'" (10).
4. Team

For the purpose of this study, "team" will be defined as a group of
people working or serving together, offering their individual talents and
learning for the betterment of the group and for group purposes.
Context of the Study

The study was conducted in team-learning churches located
throughout the United States; no geographically or denominationally
significant similarities were identified during the selection process .
•

A team-learning church is best characterized as a church where
alignment and synergy are present as the members of a church learn to
create the results they desire for themselves in response to the call of
God. This process of team learning centers around dialogue that allows

•
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members of various kinds and sizes of tea Ins (task teams, governing
tealns, and the congregation as a whole) to suspend their assumptions
and enter into a commitment to genuinely "think together." This
•

thinking together focuses on discerning God's will while imagining
creative strategies and avenues for carrying out that will.
.

Temn learning is not presently a dominant paradigm in churches.
Instead, it is commonly assumed many congregations operate from a
"top-down leader" paradigm where the pastoral leader does the ministry
for the congregation. Rick Warren confirms that this assumption is
abundantly evident in American church culture in his book, The
Purpose-Driven Church. Warren identifies "churches driven by
personality" as one of the seven driving forces of congregations. He
relates that the most important question in this type of congregation is,
"What does the leader want?" (77).
If we observe the business world and its crumbling companies that
operate from this top-down leader modus operandi, then we understand
that changes must be made. In fact, companies that show sustained
growth and creative vigor are those led by teams that learn from one
another.
Likewise, the congregations most successful in carrying out
Christ's charge to his disciples are those churches led by teams that
learn from one another. This study was conducted in the context of
those churches .

•
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Methodology

This is an exploratory study using a researcher designed interview
•

protocol. Induded in the study is a review of the current literature on
temn learning, including special treatment .of Peter Senge's work, The
.

Fifth Discipline. The material in the literature review is organized
around the themes that emerged; from these themes the semi-structured
interview protocol was fashioned.
I contacted pastoral leaders of team-learning churches and leaders
of para-:-church organizations who work closely with churches, asking
,

them for names of leaders who met the criteria set for identifying team
leal ning churches. I built my list of pastoral leaders to interview from
the suggested names of these individuals.
Subjects

The population and sample consisted of twenty pastoral leaders of
,

team-learning churches as identified by a pre-identified panel of experts
that agree to participate in a thirty-minute interview. The interview will
attempt to identify their role in creating and maintaining a team-learning
environment.
Variables

The dependent variable for this study is team learning. The
independent variables are the various pastoral behaviors which create or

.-
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maintain a team learning environment in the church. These are further
delineated in chapter three.
The intervening variables for this study are many. A few of these

•
•

include (a) the pastoral leader's leadership style,(b) the pastoral leader's
education level, (c) the organizational structure dictated by
.

denominational affiliation, (d) the pastoral leader's tenure at the church,
(e) the staff persons that the pastoral leader inherited (instead of hired

personally), (f) the size of the church, and (g) the geographical location of
the church.
Instrumentation

A researcher-designed, semi-structured interview was conducted
•

with twenty pastoral leaders of team learning congregations.
Data Collection

After identifying the leaders and designing the instrument, I
contacted all the pastoral leaders of the identified team-learning
churches by phone and scheduled a time convenient for the thirtyminute interview.
After data collection I analyzed and organized the data into
presentable form and derived learnings from the analysis.
Delimitations and Generalizability

While team learning is but one facet of a systems-thinking model
that includes mental models, shared vision, and personal mastery, in
this study I did not attempt to examine the role of these other facets in

•
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the leadership style of the pastors in the study. I offer brief descriptions
of these facets in the review of selected literature (Chapter 2) because of
their related pertinence to tearll learning. Tearll learning and its merits
•

are thoroughly explored; however, lengthy discussions about it as one
area of systems thinking are not included . .
.

Of particular note, it should not be assumed that because we are
discussing participatory learning and leading that pastoral leaders do not
lead. Quite the contrary, often these participatory learners and leaders
can best facilitate the participatory attitude in others. The study does
not discuss the characteristics of these leaders at length, but focuses
more on the attitudes, behaviors, functions, and actions of the pastoral
leader that contribute to team learning.
It is also noted that the identified behaviors may not be equally

applicable for African-American congregations or Asian Congregations
where the pastoral office has been traditionally been regarded as an
office of great status and where structures of authority may be less
conducive to team learning.
•

Therefore, in light of these limits, the purpose of the study is to
discover the principal attitudes, behaviors, functions, and actions of the
pastoral leader that con tribu te to tea m learning in selected
congregations. In identifying these principles it is my desire to apply
them in my own congregation to enhance our learning and leading
together.
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Overview

Chapter 2 presents a theoretical fra mework for use in
understanding and interpreting the attitudes, behaviors, functions, and
actions that contribute to team learning. Beginning with a detailed look
at Peter Senge's The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning
.

Organization, moving to a review of selected literature and concluding
with biblical/theological reflection on team learning, team learning is
thoroughly explored. Chapter 3 presents a detailed description of the
design of the study. Chapter 4 summarizes the findings from the study.
Chapter 5 reflects on the meaning and implications of the findings and
states the common attitudes, behaviors, functions, and actions of
pastoral leaders that contribute to team learning .

•

•

•

Collier 13

CHAPTER 2

Review of Selected Literature
Team Learning in the Business World
Companies that operate with a team mentality dominate the
modern business world. These companies have been heavily influenced
by the failure of those around them to find a way of leading people so
that their company exists beyond the average forty-year life span of
Fortune 500 companies. The result of this quest led many of today's
most successful companies to enter into a study with Peter Senge, the
director of the Systems Thinking and Organizational Learning PrograxTI at
MIT's Sloan School of Management. The partnership resulted in a new
paradigm for success, which has as one of its components team learning;.
The Fifth Discipline's Contribution

Peter Senge's monumental work, The Fifth Discipline: The Art and
Practice of the Learning Organization, is the foundation for any
.

understanding organizational learning. Senge defines the terms and sets
the parameters for the discussion of what it takes for an organization to
be one where "people continually expand their capacity to create the
results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking
are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are
continually learning how to learn together" (3). Senge goes on to say,
"What fundamentally will distinguish learning organizations from
traditional authoritarian 'controlling organizations' will be the mastery of
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certain basic disciplines. That is why the disciplines of the learning
organization are vital" (5). These disciplines, according to Senge, are
systems thinking, personal mastery, mental models, building shared
vision, and team learning.

•

Systems Thinking

•

Systems thinking is the discipline that ties the other four
disciplines together. The concept conveys the idea that all organizations
are systemic or organismic instead of mechanistic in nature--that there
are few if any independent actions. An example that Senge offers is the
nuclear arms race of the 1970s and 1980s. He suggests that the arms
•

race was anchored in a linear way of thinking (see figure below) that both
sides shared (70). This linear way of thinking prompted the stockpiling
of nuclear arms by both countries in excess of what was needed to
destroy the world many times over.

The United States thought:
USSR
Arms

Threat to
Americans

..

Need to build
US Arms

..

Need to build
USSR Arms

The Soviet Union thought:
US
Arms

Threat to
Soviets

Figure 2. 1. Linear Thinking
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But in reality what was happening was:
USSR
Arms
Threat to
Americans

Need to build
USSR Arms

Need to build
US Arms

Threat to
Soviets
US
Arms

Figure 2.2 Systems Thinking
The systems mindset that Senge proposes discourages the natural
tendency to break work, problems, and tasks into manageable parts.
This tendency, logic says, makes complex tasks and subjects more
manageable. However, Senge says that there is an enormous price to
pay for such a practice for we lose our intrinsic sense of connection to a
larger whole and can no longer see the consequences of our actions (3) .
.

"Systems thinking is a conceptual framework, a body of knowledge and a
tool that has been developed ... to make full patterns clearer, and to
help us see how to change them effectively" (Art and Practice 7). Thus,
"the essence of mastering systems thinking as a management discipline
lies in seeing patterns where others see only events and forces to react
to" (126).
Systems thinking provides an organization with conceptual
language with which to learn, observe, and react together. "Without a

•
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shared language for dealing with complexity, tealn learning is limited.
Systems thinking is such a language--it provides a way for teams to
begin learning about issues that are most important for the long-term
health of the company" (Lannon-Kim 2).
Personal Mastery

The discipline of personal mastery is of vital importance to
organizational learning simply because "an organization's commitment to
and capacity for learning can be no greater than that of its members"
(Senge, Art and Practice 7). Personal mastery involves the continual
clarification of personal goals and a commitment to continued learning
and growth on the part of the individual. Personal mastery "goes beyond
competence and skills, though it is grounded in them. It goes beyond
spiritual unfolding or opening although it requires spiritual growth. It
means approaching one's life as a creative work, living life from a creative
as opposed to reactive viewpoint" (141). This mindset can only prevail
.

when a person carries a sense of purpose for his or her life. And this
mind set can only prevail in the organization when the person has a
sense of personal purpose in connection to the purpose of the
organization.
Mental Models

"Mental models are deeply ingrained assumptions, generalizations,
or even pictures or images that influence how we understand the world
and how we take action" (Senge, Art and Practice 8). "Worldview" is

•
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possibly a more falniliar term that denotes the same idea as Senge posits
in his notion of "mental models." Whichever term is preferred, the
.

concept remains one with which pastors are all too falniliar. Probably a
•

large percentage of conflict in congregations centers in conflicting mental
models for ministry. In addition, it is undisputed that the decline of
.

mainline denominations is directly attributable to their continued
operation from outdated and conflicting mental models. Whether in the
church or in the business world, Senge suggests that "many insights into
new markets or outmoded organizational practices fail to get put into
practice because they conflict with powerful, tacit mental models" (Art
and Practice 8). To begin liberation of the organization from mental
model bondage requires an atmosphere of institutional learning. This
atmosphere begins when individuals and organizations
turn the mirror inward, learning to unearth their
internal pictures of the world, to bring them to the
surface and hold them rigorously to scrutiny. It also
includes the ability to carry on 'learningful'
conversations that balance inquiry and advocacy,
where people expose their own thinking effectively
and make that thinking open to the influence of
others.(Art and Practice 9)
Shared Vision
•

Shared vision--people going in the same direCtion--is essential for
organizational growth. Senge echoes this when he says,
If anyone idea about leadership has inspired
organizations for thousands of years, it's the capacity
to hold a shared picture of the future we seek to
create. One is hard pressed to think of any
organization that has sustained some measure of
•
•
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greatness in the absence of goals, values and
missions that become deeply shared throughout the
organization. (Art and Practice 9)
Team and organizational learning as well as excellence in all
phases of work are driven by the force of shared vision. Without shared
vision, neither tearll nor organizational learning nor organizational
excellence can exist.
Without the pull toward some goal which people truly
want to achieve, the forces in support of the status
quo can be overwhelming. Vision establishes an
overarching goal. The loftiness of the target compels
new ways of thinking and acting. A shared vision
also provides a rudder to keep the learning process
on course when stresses develop.(Senge, Art and
Practice 209)
We cannot underestimate the importance of shared vision because
if the organization is to arrive at any common destination then it must
move with a common purpose and in a common direction. Shared vision
creates community and gives the organization this common direction.
Senge suggests that shared vision is the picture of the organization's
future that the individuals within the organization seek to create.
Organizational purpose asks, "Why do we exist?" This organizational
purpose is fleshed out in the core values which ask, "How do we want to
act consistent with our mission, along the path toward achieving our
vision?" (Art and Practice 223). Team and organizational learning as well
as excellence in all phases of work are driven by the force of shared
•

•
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•
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Team Learning

"Team learning is the process of aligning and developing the
•

capacity of a team to create the results its members truly desire" (Senge,
Art and Practice 236). Senge says, ''This discipline of tealTI learning
starts with 'dialogue,' the capacity of members of a teaITI to suspend
.

assumptions and enter into a genuine 'thinking together'" (10). If we can
truly enter into the dialogue process then each individual's imagination
and perspective can be enlarged, opening the possibility of new
conglomerate and derivative ideas that never before existed.
From my experience, entering this dialogue process can be most
difficult when working with people in the church. We tend to be
territorial in our ministry areas as we fight for volunteers, funding, and
results. We forget that we are all on the same team aiming toward a
common objective of preaching the gospel to the whole world, baptizing
them and teaching them to obey all the commandments (Matthew 28: 18.

20). In contrast, team learning asks us to offer our best to others for
their learning and for them to do likewise that we may all be "successful"
for the kingdom. Our inability to learn as teams has hindered us and
continued unwillingness learn together will be deadly to congregational
vitality.
According to Senge, in modern organizations (which he defines as
organizations that will last) team learning is vital because teams, not
individuals, are the fundamental learning unit; unless teams learn, the
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organization cannot learn (Art and Practice 10). I would add that if the
organization does not learn it becomes obsolete. "In a time of drastic
change, it is the learners who inherit the future. Those who have
•

stopped learning find themselves equipped to live in a world that no
longer exists" (Willard 7).
.

The need for tearll learning has never before been so evident as it is
in these fast-paced days of business and ministry. Team learning
provides three critical dimensions for organizational success in this
climate. First is a need to think insightfully about complex issues. In
teams people learn that many minds exatnining a problem are more
intelligent than one mind. Second, never before has there been a greater
need for innovative coordinated action. Tearn learning provides an
opportunity for this creative directedness. Senge likens this creative
directedness to a jazz ensemble that acts in spontaneous yet coordinated
ways. Finally there is exponential learning that occurs as team members
.

bring insights and ideas to projects that they learned while working on
other teams (Senge, Art and Practice 236). The maximization of these
critical dimensions while learning to deal creatively with the powerful
forces opposing productive dialogue provides an atmosphere of teanl
learning. Team learning leads to organizational learning whose product
is ultimately success for the organization.

.•
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The Inter-relatedness of the Five Disciplines

In his compilation for IBM entitled Ideas on Learning
•

Organizations, Bob Willard describes the interdependence of
Senger s disciplines in this way:
Systems thinking in a learning organization requires
the prerequisite discipline of team learning. Temll
learning requires individuals committed to personal
mastery. Learning happens at the individual, team,
and organizational levels when "Mental Models" are
surfaced, recognized, changed, and shared. The
learning is accelerated and aligned when personal,
team, and organizational visions are shared and
linked. (15)
Senge would no doubt agree. These five disciplines are not
organizational techniques which can be isolated from one another.
Together the five disciplines form an interrelated system that leads us
toward participatory leadership, enthusiastic creativity, and excellence in
our work. They propel us toward fulfilling our common desire for the
capacity to create our own future.
Why Begin Organizational Overhaul with Team Learning?

The simple answer is that one must begin somewhere. The
more complete answer, however, has to do with the interrelatedness of the five disciplines. Because of the discipline's
interdependence one can begin at any place in the system and
work through them. In fact in The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook:
Strategies and Tools for Building a Learning Organization, Senge

•
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subtitles the section "How to Read This Book" as "Start Anywhere.
Go Anywhere" (7).
I chose teaITI learning as the beginning point for a discussion about

organizational overhaul because of its strategic essence given the
intended communal nature of the church. The Apostle Paul, in First
•

Corinthians, chapter twelve, likens the church to a body of
interdependent parts needing one another to function holistically.
Learning complimentary roles as well as discovering unified function can
best be accomplished through the dialogue discipline of tea m learning.
Conflicting mental models or worldviews cause much
difficulty in the church. How are worldviews changed? How is
systemic thinking modeled? Three tasks can be accomplished at
once by entering the systemic cycle at team learning. What is
better than a tealn setting for beginning to understand that our
actions and decisions affect the whole group (systems thinking)?
What better process is available to surface, recognize, and change
mental models than the dialogue discipline that is built into the
team learning concept?
For the purposes of this study, I chose to center my research and
discussion on team learning because I believe people are tired of the
frustrating wheel-spinning that characterizes many committee meetings.
People want to participate meaningfully in their work. When the goal
and vision are worthwhile, people will gladly offer their time, energy, and

•
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expertise. Gone are the days when people will continue to show up when
their time, energy, and gifts are not respected or utilized. Two key words
stand out in the earlier sentence: People want to participate meaningfully
in their work. Let them contribute value or they often will not contribute
at all. "It is just not possible any longer to 'figure it out' from the top,
.

and have everyone else following the orders of the 'grand strategist.' The
organizations that will truly excel in the future will be the organizations
that discover how to tap people's commitment and capacity to learn at all
levels in an organization" (Senge, Art and Practice 4).
In his landmark book, Megatrends, John Naisbitt cites three trends
•

that reflect this saIne desire. First, he cites the move from a centralized
society to a decentralized society as a result of the failure of top-down
ideas that caIne from a centralized government/management. This
failure, he says, has sparked an upsurge in ground-up ideas that are
owned by the locals (121) .
.

Secondly, Naisbitt says that in our society, participatory
democracy is replacing representative democracy. No longer are people
merely willing to send people to represent them in what they have
deemed as important matters. Now people want a direct say in the
outcome of events that will affect them.
Are the people whose lives are affected by a decision
part of the process of arriving at the decision? That
question applies to your marriage, family,
friendships, work life and community organizations.
People must feel that they have ownership in a
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•

decision if they are to support it with any
enthusiasm. (209)
Finally, Naisbitt cites the great shift from hierarchies to
•

networking. "Simply stated, networks are people talking to each other,
sharing ideas, information and resources" (215). Within this system,
information is the great equalizer that has brought the pyramidal
structures tumbling down. "Networks exist to foster self-help, to
exchange information, to change society, to improve productivity and
work life and to share resources. They are structured to transmit
information in a way that is quicker, more high touch and more energy•

efficient than any other process we know" (215). These shifts point
toward an environment ripe for team-learning strategies.
As a starting place for a discussion about change, I chose team
learning because I believe it holds the greatest potential for energizing
people in the trenches to move forward toward the vision Christ gave the
Church. Senge believes in this energy-creating coordination of
individuals and adds:
The fundalnental characteristic of the relatively
unaligned team is wasted energy. Individualsmay
work extremely hard, but their efforts do not
efficiently translate to team effort. By contrast, when
a team becomes more aligned, a commonality of
direction emerges and individual's energies
harmonize. There is less wasted energy. In place a
resonance or synergy develops. There is
commonality of purpose, a shared vision, and
understanding of how to complement one another's
efforts. (Art and Practice 235)
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The aim of team learning as a fundamental discipline of the learning
organization is a synergistic ministry in which we understand how our
gifts, knowledge and skills complement the whole.
Senge's Team Learning Spark Fanned to Flame

While there is little question that Peter Senge's work, The Fifth
.

Discipline, is the foundational work in systems management theory and
team learning, many other "fires" have roared to life because of this
"spark." These writings seem to center around three themes:
(1) What Is Team Learning?
(2) Why Is Team Learning a Necessity?
(3) How Does Tearll Leal ning Happen?
•

What Is Team Learning?

At the base of team learning is the idea of team. "A team, is people
doing something together. It could be a baseball temll or a research
team or a rescue team. It isn't what a team does that makes it a team; it
.

is a fact they do it together" (Larsen 6). In this work we explore what it
means when people learn together and the benefits of learning so that
others may learn. The concept is much like that of what it takes to be on
a great team of any kind, the offering of one's self and one's talents for
the betterment of the group. This improvement in the group becomes the
signal that "team" is indeed happening. Bill Russell, the centerpiece for
the Boston Celtics' dynasty that won thirteen NBA championships, when
reflecting on those teams commented on his role, "The most important
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measure of how good a game I'd played was how much better I'd made
my teammates play" (Senge, Fieldbook 351). Russell's position is the
heart of tea1nwork, and also of team learning. To paraphrase Russell,
the most important measure of how well we are learning is how much
better we help our tea Inmates learn.
.

What is team learning? "Team Learning takes place when two or
more individuals both learn from the same experience or activity. Team
learning may involve new ways to address the team's responsibilities, or
it may involve some aspect of the interaction between the members of the
tearn themselves" (Willard 9). Team learning happens when knowledge
about the subject, decision, or dynamics of the group increases among
the participants. Usually an increase in awareness and understanding
occurs in all three areas simultaneously if participants are committed to
the tearn and not to the "quick fix" or "my way" mentality. Certain skills
must be learned (see below) if team learning is to occur because it is not
our natural human inclination to enter into dialogue with other members
of our team or task group. These cognitive skills are important because
team learning "starts with 'dialogue,' [which is] the capacity of the
members of a team to suspend assumptions and enter into a genuine
'thinking together.' Team learning is vital because teams, not
individuals, are the fundamental learning unit in modern organizations"
(Larsen 27).

.•
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George Cladis, in his book, Leading the Tea In-Based Church
attests to the necessity of these truths in the church. He says, "Effective
ministry teams are ever growing and open to new discoveries. They have
an insatiable appetite to learn. The learning team is not satisfied with its
present state but seeks to grow spiritually and to know more about doing
ministry in more effective and meaningful ways" (141).
Team learning as a discipline also gives new perspective to the
broad spectrum of tasks that an individual in an organization must
perform. It improves morale because
working in a learning organization is far from being a
slave to ajob that is unsatisfying; rather, it is seeing
one's work as part of a whole, a system where there
are interrelationships and processes that depend on
each other. Consequently, awakened workers take
risks in order to learn, and they understand how to
seek enduring solutions to problems instead of quick
fixes. (Larsen 2)
This improved perspective, from self-centered to team-centered,
encourages team interaction for the growth of the team and the growth of
the market share for the team's particular product.
According to Tom Peters, author of Liberation Managenlent:
Necessary Disorganization for the Nanosecond Nineties, "[In teams],
creative problem solving and project work have mostly replaced rote
work. The barriers ... have begun to crumble. Each talks to each. All
talk to all. Informationnaccurate and timely--is abundant; and all
including outsiders share it. Cooperation is routine and team
performance goals are emphasized as much or more than individual
•

•
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performance goals" (96). Team learning is the death of territorialism, the
death of the sacred cow! This is because everyone offers all of his or her
.

learning for further learning and growth. This growth occurs both

•

inward and outward, but the focus of the growth is outward. Teams that
learn together might ask, "How can we learn from one another and with
.

one another so we can get what we have more efficiently and effectively
into the hands of those who need it?" Questions like this keep tealns
from confusing team learning with team building. Team learning's
outcomes are focused outward; team building's learnings are focused
inward. "While team learning sounds a bit like team building, it actually
•

focuses on the learning activity of the group rather than on the
development of team processes" (Dixon 156).
Evelyn Underhill says, "Team learning refers to the ability to
transform conversational and collective thinking skills, so that groups of
people can reliably develop intelligence and ability greater than the sum
.

of the individual member's talents" (1). It reflects the synergistic idea
that one plus one does not just equal two, but equals three or more.
Team learning helps us work smarter because we identify bases of
knowledge that we have not mastered but that must be mastered if we
•

are to succeed. Additionally teatn learning helps us work smarter
because it causes us to realize that there are bases of knowledge that no
human being can master alone--bases that can only be discovered and
shaped by a community of inquirers. "Understanding and accepting
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diversity enables us to see that each of us is needed. Team learning also
enables us to begin to think about being abandoned to the strengths of
.

others, of admitting that we cannot know or do everything" (DePree 9).
When we enter into teaIll learning's dialogue process, group
synergy and order emerge. "As alignment develops, people don't have to
.

overlook or hide their disagreements; indeed, they develop the capacity to
use their disagreements to make their collective understanding richer"
(Senge, Fieldbook 352).
The team learning shift comes only after hard work by team
members. However, the more difficult work will need to be done by
•

leaders / managers who have been trained in hierarchical leadership
models. "To become a midwife of others' visions or a gardener of people
represents a substantial shift for managers who have been trained in the
tradition of command and control, where they are expected to have all
the answers" (Beckmeyer 3). However, the role of midwife can be freeing
for those mangers because they too learn in the team learning process.
Sharing equal ground with the rest of the team members, and not
assuming responsibility for guidance, such managers target their own
and other members' learning. Only leaders who move from their perch
into the creative nestof team learning will be effective in the years ahead,
because not only is the climate of learning changing, but so is the
climate of leadership. The "goal [must be] to push decision-making and
authority as far down the ranks as possible so that the people who live
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with the actual implementation have a major voice in the decisions"
(Gangel 168).
Why Is Team Learning Necessary?
•

Margaret Wheatly, in her video teleconference Creating
Organizations That Support Great Work, pointed out that
There is no difference in a living system and a
learning system. The whole reason that life has been
able to create itself with such variety is that life is
learning all the time. We seem to be the only species
that thinks learning is un usual and that we will get
to it at sometime. It is against all logic that we can
live without learning. Living systems are learning all
the time.
If we are to be living organizations and living organisms, we must
be in a continual state of learning. At age five we learned life-continuing
behaviors that we knew nothing about at age one; and at age fifteen we
have learned life-continuing behaviors that we knew nothing about at age
five. The cycle never ends, for if at any stage we refuse to learn new lifecontinuing behaviors, then we may come face to face with a life-ending
threat and not be prepared to answer it. If this is true with the human
organism, why should we expect this truth to falter when applied to any
other organisms--especially organizations? And yet we face a life-ending
threat, and organizations that intend to live struggle against atrophic
forces. Tom Peters describes the struggle:
With the failure of grotesque overspecialization and
the overdetermined, nonaccountable matrix structure
mostly behind us, and the need to develop products
and bring them to market more quickly before us, all
signs are pointing toward more accountability for
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the work teaIll, the mark-scale business unit. Yet
that accountability is embedded within a necessity to
support other network partners. (473)
Notice the last sentence; in the midst of the struggle for continued
life, it is in supporting the life of others that we survive ourselves.
Together we learn life-continuing truths.
.

Willard points out that Bob Mingie goes so far as to say that our
interdependence is not only fruitful but also necessary. According to
him, "the learning units of organizations are 'teams,' groups of people
who need one another to act. Individual learning, no matter how
wonderful it is or how great it makes us feel, is fundamentally irrelevant
to organizations because virtually all important decisions occur in
groups" (11).
Team learning is necessary as a life-continuing process. This
necessity for people on teams to continue to grow and learn from each
other will increase even more rapidly because organizations that survive
.

into the twenty-first century and beyond will do so because of proactive
learning that can occur only in groups. Already, in the companies today
that are best situated for long life, "most decisions are either made,
reviewed, criticized or implemented in teams" (Beckmeyer 4). This is
•

because those companies understand that both formal and informal
teams are the foundation of the organization and that "team learning is a
necessary condition for organizational learning.

..
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Individual learning also most likely happens in teaIlls, when team
members are willing to let go of defensive routines and show enough
•

curiosity and humility to inquire into what others see that they don't see
themselves" (Beckmeyer 4). The real difficulty in Shifting toward this
"necessary" temll learning discipline is that it does not come naturally to
.

most people in part because we have been trained to advocate and
defend our positions. But while this practice may be comfortable it
promotes sub-organizational (or sub-organismic) division, which is
deadly. Senge describes this deadly posture of SUb-system
individ ualism:
•

Fragmentation of thought is like a virus that has
infected every field of human endeavor. Specialists in
most fields cannot talk across specialties. Marketing
sees production as the problem. Managers are told to
"think" while workers are told to "act." Instead of
reasoning together, people defend their "part,"
seeking to defeat others. If fragmentation is a
condition of our times, then dialogue (as an
instrument of team learning) is one tentatively proven
strategy for stepping back from the way of thinking
which fragmentation produces. (Fieldbook 360)
What would happen if we could own the fact that we need one
another? What could happen if we decided that we all would win if we
shared information instead of competing for it? What could happen if we
decided that our organizational structure should be a web of
relationships instead of a flow-chart whose only flow is downward?
Savage asks related questions:
What happens when we flatten the hierarchy? We get
a little less of the same thing. Even though there are
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fewer levels of management, people still suppose that
their box is sacred territory, which [must] be
defended at all costs. Organizational flattening ...
does not fundamentally redefine relationships
between people and functions in the organization.
Functions still work sequentially, making decisions
from fragmented perspectives.
Suppose, instead, we were to think of ourselves
and our positions within the organization not as fixed
little empires, but as resources available to others. If .
we were to see ourselves not as boxes but as nodes in
a network, not as cogs in a gear but as knowledge
contributors ... In the network enterprise, each
position ... represents a person with capabilities,
skills and experience. Instead of mutually exclusive
tasks Uobs) and departmental assignments (charters)
enterprises blend the talents of different people
around focused tasks. (150-51)
-

The answer is that we have a team that has taken as its foremost
objective the question offered earlier, "How can we learn from one
another and with one another so that we can get what we have more
efficiently and effectively into the hands of those who need it?" If this
question of improvement governs our organization, then our
continued progress in this area can only be accomplished by a team
approach. An individual cannot accomplish the task of improvement
within an organization; nor can an individual dictate to others the
steps necessary in improvement and then expect them to be carried
out with any fervor or chance of improved success. -The result of this
individual-driven approach is a lagging behind those organizations
which are learning and righting their courses in midstream. In a
project set up to reach a stretch (long-range) goal, the primary unit of
learning is the team. Team learning requires some degree of
-

-

-

•
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structure. A group whose members go about their tasks but never
stop for a period of time to ponder and reflect on how they could
think better and work better together do not really have much
opportunity to learn (Hargrove 2). And therein lie"s the maximization
of people, resources, and learning for "the real potential of [team
learning] is to help tea illS re-create themselves so that gains in
capability don't just last for one season, but are sustained and selfreinforcing" (Senge, Fieldbook 352).
The individual approach described has been the malady of the
church for at least the past five decades. Although the church has
•

carried out its work through what appear to be teams, little groups of
people (usually called committees) often have acted as individual units.
Church groups may hoard secrets and information in order to get the
best volunteers or raise the most money for their special project all
after receiving approval from the appropriate boards or governing
committees. In the competitive desire to make one part run more
smoothly organizations have become blind to the fact that without the
other parts the desired end product is not produced at all! Even more
deadly is a self-protecting posture. This self protecting posture positions
one group against another, with neither group realizing that in defeating
the other they defeat themselves. Additionally, the groups further defeat
themselves by not learning from those on other outside teams, which
would increase the ability to market the product more attractively.

•
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If the church is to speak to our society, then a new concept of
communication and action must emerge. "The more intent a church or
denomination is on reaching the unchurched in the twenty-first century
the more it will abandon bureaucracy in search of a new method of
organizing for ministry" (Leadership Network, "Next" 4).
.

In Dancing with Dinosaurs, Bill Easum insists that a shift from
corporate decision-making to a decentralized group decision-making
process will be one of the most significant shifts for the church of the
twenty-first century (24). Work teams that learn with and from one
another will have to be the order of the day if the church is to keep pace
in today's and tomorrow's world. This shift to a team-learning model is
urgent because even if the church were to shift immediately to a
participatory learning model, it would find itself already eclipsed by
organizations that are positioning themselves for the second half of the
twenty-first century by experimenting with new models. Organizations
.

that are so positioning themselves are already (and many have been for
years) highly decentralized. "Decentralization means pulling together a
group of leaders who share responsibility for decisions and the outcome
of those decisions and who hold roles far more important than 'advisors'
in the mission" (Gangel 168).
Kenneth Gangel, in his article on "Developing New Leaders for the
Global Task," states that he is
fully persuaded that the New Testarnent calls for
team leadership. Team leadership is inseparably

•
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related to having mutually accepted goals. When all
te81n members aim in the same direction, group goals
are achieved, and, generally, personal goals are
fulfilled. When various members of the leadership
tealn drive in different directions we see: (a) a lack of
team accomplishment; (b) a focus on personal goals
which takes people further from each other rather
than drawing them closer together; (c) an emphasis
on a variety of priorities rather than the priorities
that stem from mutually agreed upon goals; (d)
somewhat regular team conflict; (e) skills of tearn
members not being used. (168)

•

Although Gangel does not paint a complete picture of all the
nuances of New Testament leadership models, his point is well made.
His assertions about the consequences of double-mindedness are evident
•

in a significant number of churches. Possibly part of the frustration of
the church in accomplishing its task is the abandonment of the New
Testalnent leadership model

team. "Part of the potential of a team

strategy comes from the singleness of purpose of these groups" (Ryan
103). TealTI members are not easily distracted because they are
responsible for only one clearly defined ministry focus. Helping to
accomplish this focus may involve talents and learning they possess, or
talents and learning lent to them by another team member.
Additionally, because of shared vision, shared focus, and shared
learning, "team members can support each other arid hold each other
accountable" for stewardship of the common resources (Ryan 103). "The
Body of Christ is unhealthy when individual members function primarily
on their own behalf' ("Next" 3). However, when we function as a team
with a common objective (Matthew 28:19), we learn from each other how
•
•
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to more efficiently and effectively accomplish the task given to us by our
Lord. This "continuous learning keeps [congregations] flexible and
adaptive. They create their future. Unfortunately rigid congregations do
•

not learn. Blind to their own blindness, they fail to see what they are
embedded in. Rigid behaviors or patterns mean there is less awareness,
.

less thinking, less self-control available" and, therefore, less success in
carrying out their charge (Steinke 75). To remain relevant and to regain
effectiveness, there seems to be no choice but to be continuous learners.
This posture means learning from those within and without the
organization, and it focuses on "the formation of innovation teams [as] a
critical building block for effective innovation. Simply put, you just can't
do it without them. [The formation of teams] is absolutely essential for
ensuring that innovation will happen efficiently and effectively. Ultimate
success lies in the hands of these teams" (Kuczmarski 140).
While Kuczmarski, thinking in a business context, cites the work
.

of teams as the determining factor in the ultimate success of an
organization, we know from Acts that the early church's cooperation with
the Holy Spirit was the determining factor in missional success. Apart
from cooperation with the Holy Spirit, would it be presumptuous to say
that for the human cooperation part of carrying out the command of
•

Christ to go into all the world and preach the gospel, there can be no
more determining factor in our success than our willingness to work with
and learn from one another? I think not. "The further we go into the

•
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twenty-first century the more every organization is going to struggle with
the limitations of their knowledge. The only way a church can stay
relevant is by interconnecting all of the brains of the organization. When
this happens, learning becomes a day to day experience" (Leadership
Network, "Next" 4).
.

Why is tea III learning necessary? One reason is the inefficiency of
individualized learning and the individualized control and decision
making that stems from it. Senge says, "It is just not possible any longer
to 'figure it out' from the top, and have everyone else following the orders
of the 'grand strategist.'" He contends, "The organizations that will truly
excel in the future will be the organizations that discover how to tap
people's commitment and capacity to learn at all levels in an
organization" (Art and Practice 4).
More significantly, however, team learning is necessary because of
the communal nature of our existence as human beings and as the
.

church. Every leader (and pastor) has to understand this. Every change
leader should understand how the origin of an idea or problem affects
the implementation process. A basic axiom of any change effort is that
the further away the people defining the change are from the people who
have to live with the change, the more likelihood that the change will
develop problems (Dalziel and Schoonover 59). Problems cause a
breakdown in learning and thus a breakdown in effectiveness and
efficiency. How do organizations such as the church prevent this? Have

•
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an organizational posture of tea m learning. How do organizations
facilitate this posture? To this question we now turn our attention.
How does team learning happen?
•

One might think that the responsibility for teaIn learning rests
squarely with the teaITI. To some degree, this is true; but this assumption
places great difficulty upon the team that sets out to learn together; this
is because learning together does not come naturally. As stated earlier,
it is innate to defend our part while trying to defeat others. Where then
will team members get the idea that they all benefit from
interdependence and not independence? This idea must be planted
firmly in their heads by the organization, and the initiators of
communication in an organization are its leaders. If an organization and
the members of it are to practice team learning, then it is the
responsibility of the organizational leaders to implement it. I use the
word implement with caution because our announcing that "we practice
.

team learning," or that "team learning is an official policy or posture of
the organization" will not work. In fact, such top-down pronouncements
contradict the concept of team learning. The implementation strategy
that seems most effective in creating an atmosphere where tearn learning
•

naturally occurs corresponds to three indicators. An atmosphere
conducive to team learning usually exists where (1) leaders believe in and
practice team learning, (2) leaders model and encourage openness to
ideas and dialogue, and (3) leaders give teams permission to risk failure .

.•
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Leaders believe in and practice team learning.

Karen E. Watkins and Victoria J. Marsick suggest six action
imperatives necessary for creating learning organizations. Placing the
responsibility for each of these imperatives upon the leaders, they
suggest, "Leaders must, create continuous learning opportunities; (2)
.

promote inquiry and dialogue; (3) encourage collaboration and team
learning; (4) establish systems to capture and share learning; (5)
empower people toward a collective vision; (6) connect the organization to
its environment" (1).
If a team is "a small number of people with complementary skills
who are committed to a common purpose, set of performance goals, and
approach for which they hold themselves mutually accountable" (Larsen
6), then the initiators of these character qualities for the team approach
are the leaders. The leaders in an organization are not the dictators of
such characteristics; they are the initiators of discussions about and
movements toward acting in team- learning ways. Leaders playa distinct
role when the teams gather or when tearns are initiated. They set the
tone and expectation of team learning because they model it.
In a team-learning context, "gradually people recognize that they
can either begin to defend their points of view, finding others as
somewhat or totally wrong, or suspend their view, and begin to listen
without coming to a hard and fast conclusion about the validity of any of

•
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the views yet expressed. They become willing to loosen the 'grip of
certainty' about all views, including their own" (Isaacs, 1).
The degree to which this is true is directly proportional to the
•

degree to which the leader models and expects it . . The folk proverb,
"What you do speaks so loudly that I can't hear what you say," has never
.

been more aptly applied. "All teams, like all organizations, are limit
situations (less than perfect). The limit situation is always a given. We
do not work in a perfect world. Our task is not to make a perfect team
but to perfect ourselves in the effort to make our tealllwork effectively"
(Vella 19). Leaders commit themselves to participating in team learning
rather than using hierarchical power that may be theirs by virtue of the
position they hold within the organizations. TeaITI learning leaders
refrain from this practice, however, because they know that learning will
be minimized when ordered or forced from the top down.
"Permission-giving networks organize to facilitate and encourage
.

relationships and the flow of information through teams and small
groups. Relationships and the flow of information are the two most
valuable assets of the permission-giving network" (Leadership Network,
"Next" 4). Leadership gives permission for permission-giving networks to
form and operate within their organization. "Today's leaders focus on
permission-giving rather than control or managing. They network
individuals and teams through a shared vision of a preferred future"
(Leadership Network, "Next" 3). By believing in and practicing
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permission-giving/team-learning behaviors the leaders in an organization
not only give their organization a chance to excel, but also they give the
,

individuals within it an opportunity to creatively seek new ways to make,
market, and move their product.

•

This permission-giving/tea In-learning idea is directly opposed to
.

the way the majority of businesses (and many churches) operate.
Instead, usually small-thinking, control-minded leaders choke the life
and opportunity out of organizations in a short span of years. In
learning organizations, however, "the individual or team takes action and
then gives an account of what was done and why it was done. Control
occurs before a person or team takes action and the individual or team
has to ask for permission before taking action. Church leaders must
develop an environment in which accountability more than control
guides the direction of ministry" (Leadership Network, "Next" 2).
Likewise, in learning organizations, "leaders do not have the
.

answers, but they do instill confidence in those around them that,
together, 'we can learn whatever we need to learn in order to achieve the
results we truly desire'" (Senge, Art and Practice 359). The instilling of
this confidence allows organizations to think and to excel corporately in
accomplishing their self-derived focus/task. "Leadership is responsible
for creating the space that invites the fullness of people into creative
dialogue" (Wheatly). This can only happen when members of an
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organization's leadership are intentional about entering into the dialogue
themselves as participants instead of as supervisors or superiors.
Herb Kellum, the CEO of Southwest Airlines says, "[As the leader]
you go to meetings not to issue orders or instructions; you go to learn the
problems people are having and see if you can help. You remember that
.

systems are masters ... they are servants in helping you carry out your
mission. And that nothing comes ahead of your people" (Leadership
Network, "NetFax"). Kellum's Southwest Airlines has been one of the
fastest growing companies over the past five years, partly because he
values his people and their insights. The good results of Kellum's
company stem from a systemic cycle that resembles this:
Company
Growth
Southwest Team
responds to market
based on learnings

Southwest
Team
is flexible and
proactive

Figure 2.3. Southwest Team Cycle

Kellum
needs more
insight/help

~__________~1~
Kellum learns with
Southwest Team in the
market about needed
improvements in
effectiveness and
efficiency

By creating such a cycle, Kellum has taught his company to selfperpetuate, to discover how to create its own future by learning together
and then acting on that learning .

•
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An organization can be self-perpetuating when leaders initiate
similar cycles, taking into account the four principles of adult learning
that argue: (1) adults learn best from each other; (2) adults learn from
reflecting on how they are addressing real problems; (3) adults learn
when they are able to question the assumptions on which their actions
are based; and (4) adults learn when they receive accurate feedback from
others and from the results of their problem-solving actions (Dixon 115).
The bottom line is that
[individuals] benefit greatly by bouncing ideas off
each other, whether it be the strategic plans of where
and how to minister or the more tactical plans of
method and timing. The team allows this, particularly
where the leader provides a peT missive atmosphere.
An editor of Newsweek interviewed the heads of 100
of the largest corporations in America and sent
questionnaires to another 300 in an effort to find a
pattern for their success. He discovered that good
execu tives had strong tea ms around them. The
executive presents an idea to [his/her] team and lets
them attack it, probe it and offer suggestions. When
the meeting is concluded the whole team is ready to
follow through on the plan. (Scott 113)
Tea m members come to strategy sessions eager to learn and to
.

help others learn because they feel that their opinion and expertise are
valued. The result of creating such an atmosphere is that at some point
team members begin to observe and question their [own] approach in
light of the different perspectives they are learning. They also begin to
realize the advantages of teaming with other organizations to co-create
new practices that incorporate the best of each organization's original
approach (Underhill 2). Exponential growth occurs because the leader
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has been leading in word and deed as a tearTI player who not only expects
to learn from, but also to participate in the teaching of the rest of the
•

team.
Leaders Model and Encourage Openness to Ideas and Dialogue

While the leader of the learning organization can do much to
influence a team-learning atmosphere, the second axiom of such
influence seems to contradict the first. While it is vitally important that
the leader of an organization believe in and model team-learning so that
an encouraging climate for such a discipline exists, it is also important
that the leader to be open to everyone's ideas and insights. Robert
Hargrove, in Designing an Environment for Learning, says, "Make sure
the goal leaves a lot of room for passion, commitment, and sense of
ownership" (1). In addition, when it comes to strategizing toward
reaching the goal, "Encourage self-directed learning. Don't tell people
what to learn. Instead, provide them with learning opportunities"
(Hargrove 1). Pointing teams in the right direction and then letting them
explore each other's ideas, insights, and knowledge bases lead to
unimagined discovery. Leaders should use their leadership position to
point the direction, then get out of the way and let the team chart the
course through mutual discovery.
In an interview in "Sky," Barbara Levy Kipper, CEO of the Chicagobased publishing company Charles Levy, describes her leadership style
as leadership from behind. "Leadership from behind means listening. It
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means being able to help, to support and to serve as a consultant when
people need you. It's that ability to work in concert with others, using
power from within, that makes groups strong" (Rosenberg 117). Group
strength and individual confidence grow when leaders encourage the
acceptance of all ideas. This acceptance need not go so far as to accept
-

all ideas as guiding principles or even as valid solutions, but certainly
must go far enough to notice the idea enlargement and creative energy
that comes from considering all perspectives offered by a tea Ill.
Part of the difficulty in not protecting this consideration of all ideas
is that leaders tend to lead the teaIll in their own [the leader's]
predetermined solutions. Instead, "High Performance Temll coaches
must be careful to avoid slipping into the roles of team leading or team
facilitation. A coach's role is to teach and encourage high performance
temll behavior and to provide options and approaches when the team
becomes stuck" (Bodwell, "Team Leading"). To do any more moves the
-

teaIll members back to a fearful offering of ideas and the organization
back to a hierarchical monster which strangles the very life out of itself.
The leader has to be willing to share control. "When that happens
the leader is no longer making decisions for the group, but rather
participating in these decisions. The groups with the leader as a member
is now a self-directed team" (Blanchard 95).
Ideally, "coaches only intervene, that is, interrupt the flow of team
activity or dialogue, when individuals or cliques clearly demonstrate

•
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serious anti-team behavior" (Bodwell, "Coach Intervention"). We must
remember that c1iquing is our natural human tendency, as is turf.

guarding and vote-swapping. But leaders/coaches of teams that learn
together diffuse anti-tealn behavior. Instead, leaders model openness not
only in solution discovery and strategic thinking, but they also move to
.

capture learning about the tealn-learning process within each group.
Hargrove suggests that teams "ask on a weekly and monthly basis what
is working and what isn't working in regard to achieving the long-range
goal. Then use this feedback to correct mistakes" (3).
Leaders note that it is equally important to learn about the
learning behaviors of a team as it is to learn the answers the team seeks
together about their task. This learning process is most fruitful when the
members of the teatn are open and honest about what is helpful and
hurtful in the process. To encourage an attitude of learning, have a
dialogue with the project team on the following questions: "How do we
.

learn as a group?" "What successful learning experiences have we had?"
"What are the things that are helping learning?" "What are the issues
.

that are getting in the way?" "What problems have we had with
learning?" (Hargrove 2).
Leaders impact the process most profoundly when they:
set a good example by engaging in questions. The
people who produce the most extraordinary and
tangible results in business are those who are likely
to say "Let's inquire into that" or "This is not a trivial
conversation" rather than those who make snap
judgements. When a coach takes the questioning
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attitude, he sends a signal to everyone on the team
that what counts is learning as opposed to knowing.
(Hargrove 2)
Leaders encourage dialogue in other ways, too. In the The Fifth

•

Discipline Fieldbook, Senge, et al., suggests printing dialogue protocols
on the back of name cards so that team members have them handy
.

throughout meetings. According to him, a sample card might read:
(1) Pay attention to my intentions--what do I want from this
conversation? Am I willing to be influenced?
(2) Balance advocacy with inquiry--what led you to that
view? What do you mean by that view?
(3) Build shared meaning--when we use the term
, what
are we really saying?
(4)" Use self-awareness as a resource--what am I thinking?
What am I feeling? What do I want at this moment?
(5) Explore impasses--what do we agree on, and what do we
disagree on? (390)
Figure 2.4. Sample Dialogue Protocol Card
Leaders must be consistent throughout their relationships if a
team-learning atmosphere is to exist in the work place. In all
.

relationships, leaders must "dare to be a listener; dare to take time to be
quiet and attentive to fellow staff members; Dare to wait, be still, to be
receptive, to focus on another person's thoughts and feelings while
temporarily laying aside [their] own agenda" (Nuechterlein 104). Only
when consistency occurs throughout the organization will people
.

understand that there are not "times for tea m learning" and "times for
autonomy" but that team learning is a full-time approach to working. The
saturation of our assessment instruments with "we" language helps

•
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leaders create systems that promote team-mentality. Asking "Who are
we? Where are we now? Where are we going? How will we get there?
•

What is expected of us? What support do we get? How effective are we?
And, What recognition do we get?" fosters a tearn-Jearning and teamwork
mentality. Gillies and Stewart conclude that when systems are in place
to answer these questions the result is the high-energy work tearl1 (1).
Hargrove offers another important note about the need for leaders
to model and encourage openness. According to him we cannot
underestimate the creativity that arises when leaders promote team
learning through the cross-fertilization of people and ideas. "Most
projects of any significance in companies today are carried out by people
from different functional specialties with different views and
perspectives ... One of the primary roles that the coach plays is to honor
different views and perspectives" (Hargrove 2). By including people on
teams from different working paradigms, totally new paradigms are
created. Their ideas challenge one another to think outside the lines and
to creatively imagine both derivative ideas and totally new ideas about
the "effectiveness" and "efficiency" question.
This teaIll learning is evidenced in teaIllwork throughout an
organization. Teamwork is demonstrated in groups by: (a) the group's
ability to examine its process to constantly improve itself as a team, and
(b) the requirement for trust and openness in communication and
relationships. The former is characterized by group interaction, goals,

•
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and communication. The latter is characterized by a high tolerance for
differing opinions and personalities (Larsen 7). This Utopic openness
and the participation of all members in this essential component of the
team learning discipline happens only when it is modeled and
encouraged by the leaders of an organization.
•

Leaders Give Teams Permission to Risk Failure

One of the most significant barriers to creating a team learning
atmosphere within an organization is the fear that failure is fatal. The
pervasive mentality is that if we suggest an idea or make a decision that
turns out to be a poor one, then others will ridicule us. We will not get
the promotion, we will not succeed, or, at the very worst, people will not
value us or our opinions any longer. If an organization is to be a learning
organization and to be driven by team learning, then this mentality must
be overturned. "The attitude around mistakes needs to be that a mistake
is a breakdown on the path to accomplishment rather than something
.

that represents personal failure" (Hargrove 3).
George Cladis offers, "From trial and error, learning teams build a
depository of learnings that help them be more effective in ministry.
They take risks in innovation. They allow for failure because they know
that failure is a form of learning and growing" (141).
If objectives for success are team-oriented there is less likelihood

that one teaIll member will be singled out as the reason for failure or as
the one who offered a poor idea. Again, our natural tendency when

...
•

•
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things go wrong is to blame. However, if leadership gives permission for
people to fail as long as it is part of a process and not an end result, then
.

. team learners become creative risk takers. The leader of an organization
is the one who must provide this safety net for tealTI creative thinking
and team learning to happen. Jane Vella, in Learning to Listen, Learning
.

to Teach, insists that this safety is essential for team learning and
suggests competencies that create this safe atmosphere where teams
learn. She says,
Safety is a principle linked to respect for learners as
subjects of their own learning. What creates this
feeling of safety? (1) Trust in the competence of the
design as well as the teacher enables the learners to
feel safe; (2) Trust in the feasibility of the objectives,
and in their relevance makes learners feel safe; (3)
Allowing small groups to find their voices enhances
the possibility of safety; (4) Trust in the sequence of
activities beginning with simple, clear, and relatively
easy tasks before advancing to more complex and
more difficult ones can give learners a sense of safety
so they can take on the harder tasks with assurance;
(5) Realization that the environment is nonjudgmental assures safety. Affirmation of every
offering from every learner, as well as lavish
affirmation of efforts and products of learning tasks,
can create a sense of safety that invites creativity and
spontaneity in dealing with new concepts, skills, and
attitudes. (8)
Leaders in organizations that want teams to learn encourage the
group to view mistakes as learning opportunities. They ask, "Do people
in the group generally look at mistakes as learning opportunities or as a
reason to get discouraged and give up?" (Hargrove 2). Leaders take steps
to encourage the former.
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George Cladis agrees, "In learning as in other attributes, [leaders
must] celebrate failures and publicize mistakes in a way that creates
heroes. If we ridicule or punish the person who makes a mistake in
attempting to do ministry, we will quickly snuff out innovation" (153).
One primary indicator that team learning is happening within an
.

organization is when leadership has given its teams permission to enter
into creatively risky dialogue even though they know failure is probable
at times. Leadership is willing to risk these failures, because they know
the learning that rises from the ashes of mistakes, often informs the
process that discovers never-before-imagined possibilities. Leaders
realize, "It isn't sufficient to ask good questions. It is also people's
willingness to respond that helps bring out information and insights into
their feelings and values. For example, [a leader in a learning
organization that values te81n learning might say] 'That is an excellent
idea. Please tell us more about it'" (Hersey 375).
If team learning is going to happen in our organizations then we
must be willing to let people think freely and affirm them for it even if
their ideas sound absurd at times. "[We must] strive to encourage
individuals to express their feelings and take responsibility for them, or
own them, in ways that facilitate learning from all in the group" (Argyris
63). Who knows when ten absurd ideas will spark the one organizationrevolutionizing idea that will be worth every ounce of teatn thinking done

•
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in the last decade! When this happens our view of failure is radically
altered.
Mastery of creative tension transforms the way one
views 'failure.' Failure, is simply, a shortfall, evidence
of the gap between vision and current reality. Failure
is an opportunity for learning about inaccurate
pictures of current reality, about strategies that
didn't work as expected, about the clarity of the
vision. Failures are not about our unworthiness or
powerlessness (Senge, Art and Practice 154).

•

Senge addresses another important aspect of failure as well:
graciousness by team-members who know that they may be the next one
to offer a less-than-perfect idea. For each member of the team, failure is
.

probable and "when results don't turn out as expected you and the other
tea m members will need to master the art of forgiveness" (Senge,
Fieldbook 357).
Looking for someone to blame may mean abandoning the
team's learning. Forgiveness means standing with the
persons who were leading the experiment at hand, and
helping the team discern what forces at play contributed to
the unexpected outcomes. Forgiveness also means not
holding the mistake as a trump card to be used some time in
the future when politics would encourage it. (Senge,
Fieldbook 357)
Only the leaders in an organization can be responsible for initiating
the strategies for team learning to the greater good of developing a
learning organization. People at all levels, however, are the ones who will
have to implement the strategy if team learning is ever to become a
reality within an organization. Kenneth Gangel suggests a model for
developing leaders for agIo bal missional task. A bridge between his
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assertions and my beliefs about teaIll learning is easily constructed.
Learning organizations focus on tealn learning because it places everyone
in the organization in some level of leadership. This phenomenon makes
everyone responsible for further growth, strategic planning,and creative
thinking on behalf of the organization. Gangel maintains that if we are
to be successful,
we must develop (a) a climate of respect focusing on
individual worth and dignity and encouraging people
to contribute their ideas; (b) a climate of trust in
which people learn to trust their own abilities and
those of others, unthreatened by constant changes in
policy and program; (c) a climate of acceptance
where, within the appropriate boundaries, people
' have room to think and move, to consider changes in
their own belief systems, and more important, in
methods of ministry; (d) a climate of discovery which
recognizes that new leaders will make mistakes, that
alternative solutions need to be explored without the
pressures of immediate answers, and with tolerance
for ambiguity in the tough problems; and (e) a climate
of depth--depth of spiritual dimensions in individual
and corporate leaders and also depth on the bench.
(169)

Leaders of learning organizations know that if tea m learning
happens it will be because they played a significant role in practicing
team learning, modeling, encouraging openness to ideas and dialogue,
and freeing their tea illS from fear of failure. They will also understand
that in doing so they become one of the greatest benefactors.
Biblical Reflections on Team Learning

In any discussion of team learning the participant will discover it
difficult to find explicit evidence of such a practice in the Bible. Even if
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we consider the most easily recognizable team, the disciples, little but
implicit evidence exists. However, we cannot underestimate the Bible's
.
•

testimony in a discussion of teams, because of its accounts of Spirit-born
and Spirit-led communities that function as teaITIS in the highest sense.
These complementary relationships seem to arise in the community for
unacknowledged and unstated reasons.
Although empowered by the Holy Spirit, the church was provided
with no technique for how to arrive at answers to its inquiries or
strategies for carrying out its charge (Acts 1:4-8). Various passages in
the Acts of the Apostles give implicit insight into these areas but on the
whole, explicit discussion of both topics is almost entirely absent. Robert
Tannehill suggests that this may be so because Luke is not mainly
concerned with the internal life of the church as much as he is with its
outer witness and effects. Thus Luke tends to spend little time
explaining how the internal tensions and problems are resolved, and
.

instead deals primarily with the external sources of pro blems and
persecutions (80-81).
It would have been helpful if one of the biblical writers would have

given us insight into internal decision-making because it is vitally
important and the church is often poor at it. In his study of Decision
Making in the Church, Luke Timothy Johnson maintains, "Decision
making is a fundamental articulation of a group's life. The process by

•
•

Collier 56
which decision is reached tells of the nature of the group in a way other
forms of ritual sometimes miss" (17).
How does the church communally decide the direction it will
•

follow? How does it suspend its assumptions about what is right
regarding method and outcome. How does it learn with and from each
.

other's dispositions (which I define as a person's knowledge, experience,
reason, commitments, and attitudes) and from divine guidance the path
that it should choose?
The focus of my inquiry is not specifically on how to make
decisions. What I hope to discern from Acts is how those involved in the
group or community learned from one another as decisions were being
made. How did the community in its different groupings and as a whole
suspend prior assumptions about what was right regarding method and
outcome so that together they might learn with and from each other and
from divine guidance the directions they should take?
.

Although the narrator of Acts does not address these issues
directly, we may nonetheless discern potential answers to these
questions at key turning points in the narrative. I will examine two such
turning points: Acts 1:15-26 and Acts 6:1-7.
Acts 1: 15-26: Choosing Judas' Replacement

In those days Peter stood up among the believers
(together the crowd numbered about one hundred
twenty persons) and said, "Friends, the scripture had
to be fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit through David
foretold concerning Judas, who became a guide for
those who arrested Jesus--for he was numbered
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a1llong us and was allotted his share in this
ministry." (Now this man acquired a field with the
reward of his wickedness; and falling headlong, he
burst open in the middle and all his bowels gushed
out. This became know to all the residents of
Jerusalem, so that the field was called in their
language Hakeldama, that is, Field of Blood.) Forit is
written in the book of Psalms, 'Let his homestead
become desolate, and let there be no one to live in it';
and 'Let another take his position of overseer.' So
one of the men who have accompanied us during all
the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among
us, beginning from the baptism of John until the day
when he was taken up from us--one of these must
become a witness with us to his resurrection." So
they proposed two, Joseph called Barsabbas, who
was also known as Justus, and Matthias. Then they
prayed and said, "Lord, you know everyone's heart.
Show us which one of these two you have chosen to
take the place in this ministry and apostleship from
which Judas turned aside to go to his own place."
And they cast lots for them, and the lot fell on
Matthias; and he was added to the eleven apostles.
(New Revised Standard Version)

•

•

According to the Lukan narrative, shortly after the ascension of
Jesus the early church experienced its first crisis: the replacement of
Judas. Believing that Jesus had intentionally chosen twelve disciples,
that twelve should carry on the work and that Judas' fate was foretold by
the ancient prophets, the early community decided it was God's will that
they choose another apostle. So Peter stands before the community and
presents the background information for the process that the community
is about to undertake and then the community nominates two
candidates about whom they pray. After praying and casting lots, an
accepted way of choosing in ancient Israel, the lot falls to Matthias and
he is added to the apostles' number .
•

Collier 58
On initial observation it might appear in this text that Peter
assumes an autocratic leadership position and controls the communal
decision making. John B. Polhill presumes this role for Peter, thereby
staging him as an opposer of team learning (91). This view of Peter's
leadership can be easily articulated if we see Peter through twentieth.

century leadership perspectives and practices that define the role of the
leader as exalted and set apart. However, Luke's account in Acts does
not give us the latitude to make such a claim.
We should note that Luke records no one pursuing an individual
agenda and that no one seems concerned about status or honor. Instead
•

they pray that God will reveal to them who he has chosen to replace
Judas. Consequently, Joel Green reminds us that a person like Peter is
moved to the front, not because he is autocratic or because he functions
as a leader in a mid-twentieth-century way, but because he embodies
best the values of the community. Further, Green explains that Peter
has a certain status and legitimacy as Jesus' heir and, along with the
other apostles, as an authoritative teacher (2:42). On the other hand, he
is (no more than) a co-equal with others of the believing community.
This latter reality is underscored in the description of the early church as
•

"the brothers" and by Peter's use of this appellation in his address to the
community in verse sixteen.
F. F. Bruce posits that Peter's "denial of Jesus in the courtyard of
the high priest might well have discredited him irretrievably in his

•
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colleagues' eyes, but the risen Lord's personal appearance to him and
recommissioning of him rehabilitated him and ensured for him a position
of leadership never to be forfeited" (New International Commentary 44). I
question the surety of Peter's leadership position if Bruce did not further
explain that Peter can assume such a role so soon after the failure of his
.

betrayal night only because of the community's consent (Acts 108). It is
important to note that Peter does not act on his own accord nor do the
eleven act by themselves; "they wait until as large a number as possible
could be brought together and then the eleven act only as brethren who
are on a par with all these others. There is nothing hierarchical in their
procedure. The apostles do not constitute a superior order" (Lenski 43).
Instead, Luke's intentional characterization of the individual and
communal nature of this decision indicates the degree to which those
first believers experienced themselves as a family (Green). So if Peter
assumes leadership in the discussion, "we should say that he served as
.

chairman of the meeting by general consent" (Lenski 44).
If we inquire further into Peter's leadership in the replacement
process, Hemer's comments on Acts 1:23 (Where Luke reports, "so they
proposed two, Joseph called Barsabbas, who was also known as Justus,
•

and Matthias") are also of interest. The Western text uses

EOTTjoEV

(instead of the Alexandrian EOTTjoav), making Peter alone the subject,
emphasizing his role in the appointment, and reflecting a later
perspective (193). The Alexandrian reading, EO (Tjoav, preferred by text

-.

Collier 60
critics as the original reading, highlights the more participatory nature of
the community in the decision.
Howard Clark Kee concurs with a participatory understanding of
the account. He insists that the terminology that Luke employs shows
"the fmnilial nature of the group as opposed to a hierarchical structure or
a mere agglutination of individuals" (40). Upon examining Peter's speech
to the community, we see that the mere form of address that Peter
chooses belays his flattening of any perceived hierarchy within the
community. He addresses the community as friends, "shunning any
possible status inequality between the others and himself as heir and
•

leader in the discernment of God's purpose" (Green).
That the community responds in solidarity is evident too,
according to Green. When Luke writes that they (the community) "put
forward" and "prayed" about Judas' replacement, Luke is re-emphasizing
the unity of the community and additionally, "the partnership of
•

believers with God" (Green). In the end, it is important to note that the
believers "undertake the business of discerning God's will as a collective,
a kin group aligned toward the divine plan" (Green). Neither Peter, the
eleven, nor the community acts on their own to complete the twelve.
Instead we see the community oriented around a common goal of serving
•

God's purpose in unity--which they seek through prayer, seeking of the
Spirit, and listening to Peter's exposition of God's word .

•

Collier 61
Luke T. Johnson comments on the underlying process in this
pericope. "The assembly has been active throughout: it has listened to
Peter's narrative and proposal; it has nominated two men; it has prayed,
cast lots, and enrolled Matthias among the other apostles, thus affirming
as a community the decision revealed by God. As a leader, Peter has
narrated, interpreted the Scripture, and proposed action" (62). If
Johnson's observation is right the process of tearll learning is both
individual and corporate in orientation. The process is individual in that
each person defines the problem or solution desired; the process
becomes communal as individuals enter into dialogue with other
,

members of the community about hoped-for outcomes.
How did the community learn together? Luke does not tell us
clearly. However, the process can be characterized as both individual
and communal in nature. Should we assume that tea m learning
happened when under Peter's leadership the community put forward,
.

prayed, discerned, and appointed a new apostle? The characteristic
dialogue is evident in Luke's recounting of the event, but again team
learning is at best implied. What Luke does make clear is that Peter,
drawing on community-held-and-supported values, articulates the need
for a replacement and a plan for replacement. The community responds
by thinking together with the Twelve in a focused effort to discern God's
will and way for enacting that will.

,
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Acts 6: 1-7: The Neglect of the Widows and Orphans

As the believers rapidly multiplied, there were
rumblings of discontent. Those who spoke Greek
complained against those that spoke Hebrew, saying
that their widows were being discriminated against in
the daily distribution of food. So the Twelve called a
meeting of all the believers. "We apostles should
spend our time preaching and teaching the word of
God, not administering a food program," they said.
"Now look around among yourselves, friends, and
select seven men who are well respected and are full
of the Holy Spirit and wisdom. We will put them in
charge of this business. Then we can spend our time
in prayer and preaching and teaching the word."
This idea pleased the whole group, and they chose
the following: Stephen, Philip, Procorus, Nicanor,
Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas of Antioch. These
seven were presented to the apostles, who prayed for
' them as they laid their hands on them. God's
message was preached in ever-widening circles. The
number of believers greatly increased in Jerusalem,
and many of the Jewish priests were converted too.
(NRSV)

•

This passage relates the second major axis of decision making in
the early church within the Acts narrative. Again, however, we are left to
implications of teanllearning that may have occurred during the process.
"The process of reaching a decision bears some resemblance [to the
previously discussed passage]: the assembly as a whole is gathered by
the twelve and there is a formal prayer by all before the laying on of
hands" (Johnson 65). In basic fashion the community discerns that the
words of the twelve are good reason and right, then they choose the
seven and give them back to the apostles.
"In response to the murmuring and the problem, the Twelve called
together a meeting of the whole community of disciples to settle the

•
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matter" (Witherington 249). The apostles function as the leaders of the
congregation; however, though "they are apostles, they make no decision
of their own a law for the congregation. They deal with the members as
brethren. The Twelve call the meeting and not Peter" (Lenski 241). The
apostles hear the people's complaint and offer a suggested solution that
meets with the community's approval. Bruce calls the Twelve's proposal
"an apostolic suggestion" that was met with approval by the community
(N ew International Commentary on the New Testament 121). However,
Luke seems to indicate that the apostles react to the complaints of the
Greek-speaking Christians out of self-preservation more than out of an
,

apostolic understanding of ministry that would correct such a racially
prejudiced oversight.
Ironically, Bruce shows the severity of the case when he calls the
proposed solution an "apostolic suggestion." It is clear that there is
nothing "apostolic" in nature about the decision at all. In fact, it seems
the Twelve laid aside apostolism for pragmatism, forgetting their first call
to serve. On the basis of Luke's use of the terminology of "ministry"
(6taKOvia), Green suggests that the Twelve forgot the role of servant and

dichotomized ministry into "preaching and teaching the word of God and
,

prayer" and "overseeing the food program."
This dichotomy obviously affected relationships within the
community that could only be corrected once the Aramaic-speaking
community fully included the Greek-speaking one. The Greek widows
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were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food. Was this a mere
oversight? Because of the separation along lines of language usage, that
is doubtful, and Luke cites the account to show the severity of the
apostles' forgetfulness of their Acts 1:4-8 mission and its necessary
accomplishment through service. Jesus had instructed the apostles to
move beyond geographical and cultural boundaries in their witness, yet
they allowed such a boundary to grow within their own community in
Jerusalem. The community raises its complaint and the apostles hear
their cry. It seems the apostles react more out of self-preserving motives
than apostolic concern, but the community turns the disciples' self•

preservation into an opportunity for self-examination by nominating only
Greek-speaking Christians (Acts 6:5).
Even if the disciples had not recognized their dichotomizing of the
apostolic office, the community recognized it and responded
appropriately. One can only imagine how the apostles' perspective of
.

their office was changed by the appointment of non-Jewish leaders.
Quite possibly it was only when the newly appointed leaders went to
work that the Twelve realized their negligence and began to regain a
proper perspective of Christ's command for them to serve. The correcting
•

of the apostles' Jewish near-sightedness meant an opportunity to
recapture the vision they had lost. They receive this re-framing from the
other members of the team the Greek-speaking Christians who helped
them relearn what they had forgotten about Christ's mission.
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If the participation of the selected seven in Christ-like ministry-waiting on tables reoriented the apostles' ministry, so too it re-oriented
the Jews of the synagogues toward squashing this growing Hellenistic
uprising which openly criticized Jewish Law and the Temple. The rise of
persecution dispersed this Hellenized group of Christians for carrying out
.

the larger community's charge. However, Martin Hengel notes that
the larger Aramaic-speaking part of earliest
Christianity seems hardly to have been affected by
[the persecutions]; according to Acts 8:2 the apostles
all remained in Jerusalem and were not driven out ..
. Nowhere else is there mention of a return of those
who had been driven out and scattered, so
presumably only the Greek-speaking Jewish
'Christians who had gathered around Stephen and
the circle of the seven were affected. (74)
"The forced exile from Judea could only strengthen [the Hellenized
Christians] in their criticism of the Temple and the ritual law, and at the
same time is served to re-orientate their missionary efforts" (Hengel 75).
Regretfully, it seems that the earlier myopia of the apostles is not
.

entirely remedied yet. In fact, the earlier disagreement about food
distribution seems to be just one indicator of a perverse mentality that
separated the Jews and the Hellenists in the early church. This
segregation becomes even more significant in light of the two groups'
understanding of their mission as disciples.
According to Craig Hill, the disparate understandings of mission
stemmed from the differences in the Jewish Christians' and Hellenist
Christians' definition of the scope of their charge. "The Hellenists, being
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universalistic in outlook and liberal in temperament, caIne after a short
time to realize--in a way that the narrow, conservative Hebrew believers
could not--the full implications of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. This new
understanding was voiced most clearly and powerfully by the Hellenist
leader Stephen, who was put to death for his criticism of the Jewish Law
.

and Temple" (129). It seems probable that the Jewish Christians' narrow
scope of "the world" had limited the dispersion of the gospel.
When we consider both the lack of effect that the persecutions had
on the Jewish Christians and the divergent views of their mission, is it
any wonder that we see the Jewish community tarrying behind in their
given mission? However, Luke does not end the Acts narrative with
chapter seven. He goes on to tell us that the Jews do move out of
Jerusalem and begin to help the foregoing Hellenists accomplish Christ's
•

•

mISSIon.
It should not surprise us that the early church, though striving
.

toward unity in Christ, finds division the order at hand. When studying
the early church we should expect to find Jewish Christians of various
opinions irrespective of their particular nationalities (Hill 131). However,
when we examine the statements of the problem, nothing in Acts 6
suggests a significant doctrinal rift between these two groups.
Nonetheless, the circumstances of 6: 1-7 and of following struggles
recounted by Luke are significant not only because of the issue but also
because of the process it modeled. The community handles what could
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have been a divisive issue in such a way that henceforth diversity more
than division characterize the distinctions within first century Judaism
•

(Hill 131). In the resolution, the Jewish and more Hellenized Christians,
though on different trajectories, are propelled forward in Christ's
missional charge to the whole community. Luke helps us realize that it
was the catalytic effect of team learning that moved first the Hellenized
Jews and eventually the Aramaic-speaking Jews out in a more full
response to Christ's imperative.
General Observations about Acts

We may assume that there were many opportunities for team
learning in the early church. In fact,
any attempt at describing Paul's career as an apostle
would have to include his most prominent
collaborators. These would surely include Barnabas,
Silvanus/Silas, Timothy, Titus, Onesimus, Priscilla
and Acquilla, Apollos, Mark and Luke. We are
naturally constrained by the fact that Paul gave us no
au to biographical memoir of his ministry. But his
passing references to his co-workers in Christ provide
clear evidence that his practice was to carry out his
missions in collaboration with others. (Harrington 66)
We may believe that these were learning relationships. For even at
the most elementary level these teammates learned what their particular
gifts were and how they fit together. Team members·were in subjection
to one another with a view to using the best combination of gifts; thus,
we know Paul as leader and Barnabas as an encourager. These leaders
set the stage for the community of believers to discover together the
nuances of the faith and the necessary tactics for accomplishing their

•
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mission. Team learning happened as much out of necessity as out of
community, because prior to Paul and his letters the community's only
.

means of learning about such things was in interaction with the Spirit
and within community. We may assume there were many opportunities
for tealn learning in the early church. Many of those opportunities likely
.

were moments of discovering God's grace and wisdom as the body of
believers tried to understand the dynarnics and strategies necessary for
being both the gathered assembly and the dispersed community.
Conclusion

I conclude this chapter with a look at the biblical perspectives on
•

team learning. While we find no explicit examples of such a practice, the
accounts of the early church are replete with participatory learning
examples. That this participatory mindset was prevalent in the early
Christian communities is attested to even by non-biblical authorities.
"The most accurate word in Western culture to describe what
happens in a learning organization is one that has not had much
currency for the past several hundred years ... The word is "metanoia"
and it has a rich history. In the early Christian tradition, it took on a
special meaning of awakening shared intuition and direct knowing of the
•

highest of God" (Senge, Art and Practice 13).
•

The early church knew "metanoia" and we have evidence that they
participated in a shared life that grew out of a shared awakening (Acts
4.32). However, somewhere in history the church began to lose its sense
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of metanoia. The evidence of this abandonment becomes even more
apparent as Senge connects "metanoia" to the early church, but nowhere
.

else in all his writing does he cite the church (early or contemporary) as
an exalnple of a practicing metanoic community. .
Not surprisingly, others have stumbled upon the concept by trial
.

and error. The short life-span of many companies frightened those
companies that wanted long life spans into an exploration of what
holistic order would look like. What followed eventually was the
announcement of "systems theory" (and all its related offspring) as the
new approach to management and leadership. The business world
•

coined a new framework, put it into practice, and received the benefits of
an ancient order that the church had abandoned. Everywhere we turn
businesses are operating by or moving toward the principles of systems
management. This would not be so if those companies that have been
systems governed were not so productive and profitable. The question I
.

raise here is why has the church been so slow in reclaiming its
birthright?
The church has been given a charge, and whether it assumes
Matthew 28: 18-20 or Acts 1:4-8 as marching orders, it is evident much
•

work remains to be done. The amount of work left points to the
inefficient and out-of-sync methods the church has adopted in place of
its divinely given order (metanoia). Will the church reclaim its
birthright communal nature characterized in part by learning with and

•

I
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I

I
I

from one another and be united in mission? Those in the early church
were left no process by which to make decisions nor develop strategies
.

.

for accomplishing their charge. However, because of their participatory
learning and leading we are Christians today. And we no less than they
are "called to serve the present age/our calling to fulfill/O may it all our
.

powers engage/to do our Master's will" (Charles Wesley). To serve the
present age requires temll leading and teaITI learning .

•

Collier 71
CHAPTER 3

Design of the Study
.

The purpose of this study was to identify the behaviors of pastoral
leaders that help create or maintain that environment where team
lea I ning flourishes. I hope in discovering these behaviors that a new
.

church plant I pastor, as well as other congregations and their pastors,
might benefit in their quest to be participatory learners and leaders. A
researcher-designed, semi-structured interview gathered information
regarding the research questions.
Research Questions

The following research questions guided the study.
Research Question 1

What is the team-learning skill set evident among churches where
a team learning environment exists?
Operational Question 1: Does dialogue--the capacity of members
.

of a team to suspend assumptions and enter into genuine thinking
together--play a significant role?
Operational Question 2: How evident are the other four

organizational learning disciplines--shared vision, personal
mastery, mental models, and systems thinking?
Operation Question 3: How flexible is church structure and in

what way does the structure aid or hinder team learning?

•
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Research Question 2

How does the pastoral leader help create and maintain a team
learning environment in the church?
Operational Question 1: Does the pastoral leader's belief in and

practice of team-learning skills playa significant role in creating a
team-learning environment?
Operational Question 2: Does the pastoral leader's modeling and

encouraging of openness to ideas and dialogue playa significant
role in creating a team-learning environment?
Operational Question 3: Does the pastoral leader's permission for
,

teams to risk failure playa significant role in helping create a
,

learning environment?
Operational Question 4: Does the pastoral leader hold any

theological convictions that aid or hinder his/her ability to help
create a team-learning environment?
.

Operational Question 5: How do the pastor's criteria for hiring

other staff members aid or hinder his/her ability to create a teamlearning environment?
Operational Question 6: How does the pastor's length of tenure at

a church aid or hinder his/her ability to create a temn-lear ning
environmen t?

•
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Operational Question 7: How does a pastor's respect for staff and

their reciprocal respect for the pastor aid or hinder his/her ability
•

to create a team-learning environment?
Operational Question 8: How does the pastoral leader's soliciting

of staff member's opinions in problem solving aid or hinder his/her
ability to create a team-learning environment?
I

•

Operational Question 9: How does the pastoral leader's soliciting

of staff members' opinions in creative strategizing aid or hinder
his/her ability to a tearll-learning environment?
Research Question 3

Do the responses from interviews reflect or differ from Senge's
principles in The Fifth Discipline?
Operational Question 1: If the responses reflect Senge's principles

to what degree was The Fifth Discipline a influencing factor?
Operational Question 2: If The Fifth Discipline was not an

influencing factor, what were the influencing factors that led to the
behaviors?
Subjects

The population consisted of twenty pastoral leaders of teamlearning churches in The United States as identified by an established
panel of experts that agreed to participate in a thirty-minute interview to
discern their role in creating and maintaining a team-learning
environment. The sample was identical with the population.

,~

1

Collier 74
The population was established by consulting a panel of church
and para-church experts, asking them to identify tea In-learning
churches. The panel included:

•

•

•

!

•

•

Bill Easum, Church Consultant and Co-Founder of Easum-

•
•
•

,
•

Bandy and Associates, Port Aransas, Texas

I
•

!

•

Sue Mallory of Leadership Network, Dallas, Texas

• Terry Walling of Churchsmart, Carol Stream, Illinois
•

Paul Kaak, pastor of New Song Church, Covina, California

•

Erwin McManus, Pastor of Mosaic (formerly The Church on
Brady), East Los Angeles, California

•

Jack Loflin, Director of Ministry for The Mississippi Annual
Conference of The United Methodist Church, Jackson,
Mississippi

•

Larry Goodpaster, Tupelo District Superintendent of The
Mississippi Annual Conference of The United Methodist
Church, Tupelo, Mississippi

• Tim Celek, pastor of Calvaty Church, Newport Mesa, California
Team-learning churches were selected on the basis of set criteria.
These criteria were:
1. The pastoral leader believes in and practices a team learning
skill set.
2. The pastoral leader models and encourages openness to ideas
and dialogue.

.-
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3. The pastoral leader gives teams permission to risk failure.
4. Participatory learning is the norm for group interaction.
5. Participatory interaction is the norm for creative strategizing for
•

the church .
6. Participatory interaction is the norm for problem solving for the
church.
Instrumentation

The primary instrument was a researcher-designed semistructured protocol. The interview questions arose out of the literature
review and personal suppositions about behaviors of pastoral leaders
who help create and maintain a team-learning environment.
Pre-Testing

Ten pastoral leaders were asked by phone to participate in a thirtyminute interview and then give feedback on the interview questions. The
average interview lasted twenty-one minutes, and an additional fifteen
minutes were allowed at the end of the interview to discuss the
questions. After the pre-test, steps were taken to clarify and refine the
instrument according to the suggestions made by the pre-test
participants.
This instrument included ten questions designed for completion in
a maximum half-hour telephone interview with each participant. An
attempt to measure the validity was made during the pretest of the
instrument. The responses of the pre-test individuals indicated that the
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interview questions were indeed valid with respondent answers falling in
the domain of related answers 80.2 percent of the time.
An additional attempt to secure validity was made through the use
.

of six people who attempted to arrange the total responses into five preset categories. Through this exercise, 87 percent .agreement in
arrangement was achieved.
Data Collection

After identifying the leaders and designing the instrument, I
contacted all the pastoral leaders of the identified tearn-Iearning
churches by phone asking for a phone interview appointment at their
convenience. I informed each participant of the need to record of the
,

interview and received their permission to do so. In addition, I faxed or
e-mailed each participant the interview questions at least one week
before their scheduled interview. Then, at the scheduled interview
appointment time, I called back, conducted, and recorded the interview.
Within one week of each interview I sent notes to those who
,

participated in the interview process, thanking them for their time, and
promising them a copy of the finished work.
Variables

The dependent variable for this study is team learning. Team
Learning is defined as: "the process of aligning and developing the
capacity of a team to create the results its members truly desire" (Senge,
Art and Practice 236)
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The independent variables for this study were the criteria for
selecting the team learning churches. All were measured on a qualitative
scale.
.

1. The pastoral leader believes in and practices a team learning skill set .
•

The pastoral leader espouses and models tea In learning skills that are
delineated in dependent variables two through six.
.

2. The pastoral leader models and encourages openness to ideas and
dialogue. No idea is too strange, large, or new to be left unconsidered.
The pastor models and encourages brainstorming and dialogue--the
suspension of assumptions so that temn members may enter into
genuine thinking together.
3. The pastoral leader permits teams to risk failure. The pastoral leader
admits his/her own failure and shares new learnings from the
experience. The pastoral leader gives teams permission to fail as long
as it is part of a creative risk-taking process and not an end result.
4. Participatory learning is the norm for group interaction. Temn
.

learning must be the modus operandi of the majority of team groups
in the church whether they are lead by the pastoral leader or not.
5. Participatory interaction is the norm for creative strategizing for the
church. Team brainstorming and sharing of ideas for strategic
ministry purposes must be evident in groups including and excluding
the pastoral leader.
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6. Participatory interaction is the norm for problem solving for the
church. The pastoral leader must show evidence of soliciting team
opinions and ideas in creative problem solving.
The possible intervening variables for this study were numerous .
•

They were not measured or recorded but could include:
1. the pastoral leader's leadership style which may be autocratic,
charismatic, laisez faire, or participatory;
2. the pastoral leader's education level which may be any combination of
high school, college, theological seminary, and other graduate work;
3. the organizational structure of the pastoral leader's congregation:
which may be highly structured, semi-structured, or loosely
structured;
4. the pastoral leader's length of tenure at the church (Le., how long has
the pastoral leader been the primary leader at the church?);
5. the staff persons the pastoral leader inherited instead of hired
personally (Le., the number of staff members the pastoral leader has
.

chosen and how many has he had to live with);
6. the size of the church ( the average combined weekend service
attendance); and
7. the geographical location of the church.
•

Data Analysis

Using The Ethnograph Software Program, which coordinates the
collected transcript material, the interviews were examined and
•
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categorized according to common themes that emerged. This data is
qualitative in content and no statistical or analytical testing was
recommended.

•

•
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CHAPTER 4
Findings of The Study

While interviewing the pastoral leaders for this study, I discovered
there are few congregations working together as teams in ministry.
When I did find evidence of team-based ministry many ideas about how
this team focus evolves were evident, but there was complete agreement
on its necessity.
Three research questions guided this study in our effort to
understand the behaviors of pastors that encourage the creation or
maintenance of a team learning culture:
(1) What is the team lealning skill set evident alnong churches
where a team learning environment exists?
(2) How does the pastoral leader help create and maintain a team
learning environment in the church?
(3) Do the responses from interviews reflect or differ from Senge's
principles in The Fifth Discipline?
In the following presentation of findings each of the research
questions is addressed through the behaviors that each pastor I
interviewed verbally identified as important. At the saIne time, when
possible, stories have been related that confirm the similarities and
differences in how each pastor and church live out team ministry
together.
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Proflle of Subjects

Potential interview participants were identified by a panel of
church and para-church experts. Additionally, at the conclusion of each
interview I asked each participant in the study to identify any churches
they knew that should be interviewed for the study. I then contacted
those churches and pastors. What I expected was that the churches
would be similar in nature because of the referrals by "friends.» What I
found was a rich diversity of denominational affiliations (or no affiliation
at all), worship styles, governance structures, attendance averages,
economic profiles, and geographic locations.
Even a quick review of the contextual details (see Appendix B for a
•

chart of these specifications) reveals very little homogeneity a mong these
congregations, apart from the reality that they do ministry together in
teams. The churches participating in the study are from all geographic
sectors of the United States and from both urban and rural communities
within those sectors.
Additionally, these team learning churches are denominationally
affiliated churches, independent churches, or churches only loosely
affiliated with other congregations. The average attendance in these
churches ranges from seventy to seven thousand, and only a few of them
are predominately of white collar or blue collar working classes. The
congregations of the study are ethnically diverse, though none of them
are comprised solely of congregants of a single ethnic group. Of

Collier 82
.

additional interest is the fact that the pastoral leader responsible for
encouraging and maintaining the team culture is not always the senior
pastor. In fact, in two cases, they are lay pastors working on staff at the
,

studied congregation.
Categories

•

My hypotheses, after my literature review, were that churches that
functioned at a high degree as teams had leaders who:
1. believed in and practiced tealTI learning,

2. modeled and encouraged openness to ideas and dialogue, and
3. gave teams permission to risk failure.
What I found was that, though they talked about these habits with
•

many different words and through various experiences, these values were
clearly in place in each instance. However, I also discovered some
additional principles at work which contributed to the strength of these
three fundamental ideas. Of surprising note, no pastors identified any
particular behavior as being more helpful for creating than for
.

maintaining the team learning environment, nor vice versa. It seemed
that the behaviors that help create the team learning atmosphere in the
first place are equally the ones that help maintain it over an extended
period of time. These creating and maintaining behaviors seemed to
organize themselves into six distinguishable categories. Each
participating pastor identified that a significant factor was that they:
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Value Team

While the words "I value teams" did not actually come from each
pastor's lips and the language they used varied, the message was clear:
Teams were a high priority for each of the pastors of the churches in the
•

study. As one might guess, each pastor cited biblical conviction for
his/her rationale for ministry in teams. However, for some of the
-

pastoral leaders, this rationale seemed to be supported strongly by either
personal conviction or out of necessity.
Erwin McManus of Mosaic, a Southern Baptist Church in East Los
Angeles, put it most strongly: "I think we have a theological view that we
can't be faithful to God unless everyone is equally contributing and it
does change the way people think."
For Harry Heintz of Brunswick Presbyterian in Brunswick, New
York, it is more a theology of decision-making that prompts their
commitment to teams.
We have become convinced that the model of the New
Testament Church is a consensual model. We like
that wonderful case study in Acts 15 about what to
do with the Gentile believers. James issues a
statement in which he says "it seemed good to the
Holy Spirit and to us." And we often remind ourselves
of that verse and what it represents is that we have to
do the hard work of listening to one another, the hard
work of praying, and the hard work of looking at
Scripture in what has God already revealed.
(Telephone Interview)
A common understanding that seemed prevalent was valuing
teams because of a biblical conviction. This understanding had a
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cohesive effect for the participants of the teams. They seemed more
willing to work with other people's best interest at heart, or to yield to
other's ideas, when they understood it was the biblical way of working
together for the good of the community of Christ and Christ's purposes.
Adam Halllilton, of The United Methodist Church of The Resurrection,
says his staff is ordered around a purpose bigger than anyone ministry
.

area; he stated that the members of his staff try to help each other
accomplish those purposes by working together.
Just being convinced that working in teams is a biblical model is
not enough for the cultures in which some of the participant pastors
serve. In addition to valuing teams for that reason, therefore, they also
lift up tealllS for some more practical reasons as well.
Ginny Hall, a Lay Pastor on the staff at First Presbyterian Church
of Bellevue, Washington, said they moved toward teams when they
realized that one person cannot do the task of ministry. She adds
Certainly, we can't do it without God's help,
. but even if you had tons of God's help, one person
cannot bring this ministry into being or bring it to the
forefront. We are really striving to move us towards
becoming a lay driven church and that doesn't
happen with one person's skills and talents alone.
And so, I think we have really valued the contribution
of each person on our team and valued their gifts.
(Telephone Interview)
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The necessity of teams of which Hall speaks is a recurring sentiment for
valuing teams.
•

Chris Coli of Newsong Church in Pasadena, California, speaks of
the necessity of teams when he says that in the culture in which he
serves there is a strong value of sharing information and keeping
.

everyone in the loop and a strong value of making sure everyone is on
the same page. "I am working with a Generation X type of church and I
think there is a high value in their doing ministry as a team and not even
wanting to do it alone in some ways. Their inclination, from what I have
experienced, is to try to do it as a tea m and when they get information to
•

go to the team and have a meeting and talk to them about where they
want to go with that."
This sentiment seemed to stretch across the participant's
responses. The majority of participants in the study were not working
with Generation X, and yet the necessity to work in teams continued to
.

appear because of the congregant's desire to work with others in
achieving solutions, strategies and ideas. Ron McCrary of Christ
Episcopal Church says, "There is just a basic inner core value of working
in teams" in our church. Erwin McManus suggests, "I think one thing is
•

that people want to be valuable, so if you create an opportunity for them
to have value they are not going to fight you too much."
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A final significant rationale for tealns could be described as
personal conviction about ministry in teams. Some participants simply
cited that they were community-driven people. They did not like to be
.

alone, work alone, or think alone. Chris Coli states it explicitly. "I aln
really tea In-oriented in the style of leadership that I like to do and that I
am used to. I wanted to build a tealn to go plant this church and build a
.

church that functioned more on team leading rather than a guy leading a
team to [plant a church]." Erwin McManus was another who said that it
was "the way he was wired," noting that he was doing tearn long before
he was leading Mosaic.
The value of team may have been most poignant for the staff at
Cincinnati Vineyard, where Jim Cochran is responsible for teams. Steve
Sjogren, the Senior Pastor at The Vineyard, had a dralnatic surgical
accident a couple of years ago. It was a very interesting season in that a
lot of people had to step up in different roles during that time and the
church actually did very well during that time. They grew numerically
and financially. Cochran says,
One of the discoveries during that period was that
what God had given us was bigger than just the
senior pastor and having a clear vision and mission
really allowed us to not be stalled out in anyway. We
knew what we were to continue to do. What we are to
continue to work on and basically, it took not anyone
superstar but multiple people stepping up to really
pull that off during that season. (Telephone Interview)
Needless to say, the value of teatns is cemented in the hearts and minds
of The Vineyard staff and congregation.

Collier 87
The value of teams is a significant theme that runs through all the
interviews with the participants. They all value teams. Troy Glyn of
University Praise in Fullerton, California, offers perhaps the most
.

succinct summary commitment of these churches: "We all want to get
the ministry done together rather than us just getting the thing done."
Still, the question remains, how do they value teams? What are
.

the behaviors and practices that support this attitude that teams are
important no matter if that conviction rises from necessity or from
personal or biblical conviction. To those specific actions we now turn our
attention.
Modeling to Encourage Team Learning

Pastors I interviewed identified modeling as the primary behavior
for communicating and influencing team learning in their congregations.
Modeling is the acting out of tearn dynarnics in their daily interactions so
that others see what pastors of these learning organizations mean by
teaIn. In short, they practice team.
Warren Bird, one of the lC\y pastors on staff at Princeton Alliance
Church, Princeton, New Jersey, insists that no matter how much people
read about tea ms the more living models that we are able to put before
them says more about the value of teams than anything. He adds,
"[Those living models] help that motivation that helps raise the standard
of this is how we are going or how we do ministry."
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John Ed Mathiston of Frazer Memorial United Methodist Church in
Montgomery, Alabama, agrees.

•

There is no doubt that if it [teaIll] doesn't happen
with me, it is not going to happen probably; but, also
if the staff doesn't buy into it and do it, it is not going
to trickle down. So I think both of those top layers
are important in terms of leadership for teaIllS. We
are very intentional about trying to create team on
the staff, and I basically say that staff and I have to
model for the rest of the church what a church ought
to be. The church will be no more a team than we
are a team and we model it and demonstrate it.
(Telephone Interview)
Cincinnati Vineyard staff models teaIll in the most visible way at

its primary worship services. Jim Cochran talks about a recent instance
of that modeling.
•

We have a tea m that we call the Celebration
Atmosphere and Content team and basically, they
develop what the weekend teaching topics are going
to be and our three teaching pastors are on that team
and then there is also another guy that is just a good
thinker and then, I am on that team. This past
weekend, it happened to be our senior pastor, Steve,
was teaching. In setting up a new series that we were
starting, he talked about that team and he said, hey,
wehave this team and we looked out and thought
about what do we think the church really needs to be
hearing during this season and we are getting ready
to move into a new facility and it ends up where we
are talking about change right now. But he gave
credit to the fact that [the idea] came out of a team
based setting. (Telephone Interview)
The idea that modeling cannot be overlooked as an influential tool
was expected. However, I never anticipated such a strong response by
every single respondent. The old adage, "What you do speaks so loudly I
can't hear what you say," certainly seems to be strengthened by the

Collier 89
behaviors of these pastoral leaders. For most of them, modeling was an
intentional planning out of these behaviors, though for some it seemed to
flow from their very nature.
.

At University Praise, although he is the Lead Pastor, Troy Glyn
only preaches one out of every three messages, creating the realization
that teaching and preaching is at least a three-person effort. In fact,
.

modeling is such a part of tealll influence at University Praise, that Troy,
in his interview, apologized for talking about modeling so much:
as much as you can teach on it, as much as you can
give the theory and all of those things, the reality is
your way of living it, modeling is the greatest teacher.
And so much of it is caught and not just taught. So,
I know that I have used mostly modeling experiences
with you but I don't know of any other way. I don't
know of any other way you can make that [team
ministry] happen. (Telephone Interview)
Michael Slaughter at Ginghamsburg United Methodist Church in
Tipp City, Ohio, leads a church well known for its commitment to teams.
Slaughter said their transition to teams came as a conviction from a
learning experience. The experience he describes is one of worship
design when Ginghamsburg decided to incorporate multimedia into all
its weekend services. He likens their planning for a worship service to
the editorial process that goes into designing a magazine, newspaper, or
news magazine show like 20/20. Instead of the tniditional way of the
pastor planning the service and then delegating the work, Slaughter's
staff comes together to do the planning and design. Slaughter says,
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[Our teamwork] became more visible based on how
we do worship versus everyone going and doing their
individual part, like the music person does that, the
pastor does the sermon or whatever; we work
together on the process, not that we don't ever go
away and work on our parts, but we keep weaving in
and out together to train. I think from seeing the
success of how there was experiential change in
worship compared to some of the other areas of the
church, we began to transfer that to other areas of
the church. (Telephone Interview)
.

Visitors to Brunswick Presbyterian Church in Brunswick, New
York, will see a similar model, says, Harry Heintz, Brunswick's pastor.
If you come here I would say that you would pretty
quickly see, even just coming to a worship service or
two, that our worship is not dominated by the
pastors that would be a first sign, that we avoid
hierarchical language, and we frankly try to avoid
hierarchical living. No one calls me 'reverend' here, no
one calls me 'doctor', everyone calls me 'Harry'.
(Telephone Interview)
The relationship of openness and teamwork that makes Brunswick
Presbyterian stand out as a team learning church says Heintz. He adds,
"I try to avoid doing anything alone that I shouldn't do alone. That's very
intentional because a pastor who wants to do things alone often gets to."
Mosaic, in East Los Angeles, may model team learning better than
any congregation I interviewed. Pastor Erwin McManus says it is
because they do ministry exclusively in teams.
When you look at other churches you often see an
individual who is in charge of everything. Whether it
is small groups or education or worship or whatever
it is. In the end when you look at the different areas,
you see an individual who is in charge, and if you
look in [Mosaic] at all the different levels clusters in
charge. You could slice Mosaic at multiple levels and
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you would still see a team approach toward
leadership. All of our small groups work from a team
orientation. Each team has clusters people who work
at different responsibilities. The people that oversee
ministries are called impact teams, tearllS of three
one highly catalyst, one highly organizational and one
highly pastoral person and they work together as a
cluster in making decisions and ministering in the
small groups. If you look at the pastoral staff, we
work in what we call radial teanlS where everyone has
specific areas of responsibility but, it isn't limited to
the areas that they take leadership in. If we have
projects, if we are going to do this significant event
or strategic activity, we will sit in a room and say now
who does this really inspire? Someone will say, 'I
would really like to do that;' then that person will
become the team leader. Then I will say, 'Who do you
want?' and they will pick two or three people on staff
that becomes their team. (Telephone Interview)
Those who work in ministry at Mosaic have no option but to bump
•

into team members, because team is the only way they do ministry
throughout the staff and congregation.
Erwin said, however, this has not always been the case. Mosaic
has been moving toward teams in a significant way for the last 5 years
(the length of Erwin's tenure). Modeling by Erwin with his primary staff
.

has been a high impact tool for changing the way Mosaic thinks and
operates in ministry.
Gene Strange, formerly of St. Luke United Methodist Church in
Lexington, Kentucky, says that to communicate team there is no more
important tool than modeling. "'The equipping of the saints for the work
of ministry;' I interpret that as the equipping of the team for the work of
ministry. So that whole team aspect filters down."
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The result? Churches that are willing to act in team-learning and teamministry ways because they see their leaders are willing to do the same.

Influencing for Team through Dialogue and Valuing Other's Ideas
Dialogue is the capacity of members of a team to suspend their
assumptions and enter into genuinely thinking together about solutions,
strategies, and ideas. Peter Senge, calls this behavior the discipline with
which team learning begins (Art and Practice 10).
Throughout the interviews, pastoral leaders, placed a high value on
dialogue and openness to others' idea contributions. There were many
stories about discoveries made by observers of problems and dreams.
Ian Stevenson, the pastor responsible for team dynamics at
Calvary Church in Newport Mesa, California, where Tim Celek is the lead
pastor, identifies this valuing of ideas as the key reason teams flourish at
their church. "There is a lot of freedom to express yourself, so therefore
you feel like you are part of a teaIll." That people feel like their ideas are
of importance is essential in getting their input.
Adam Hamilton, pastor of The United Methodist Church of The
Resurrection in Kansas City, speaks of entering dialogue with his whole
congregation about financing a future land purchase.
I told them about the land and how expensive it was
and I said no matter what, we can't pay for it right
now. So, I am not asking for your money because we
don't have enough for us to do this right now. This is
no fund-raiser. I amjust asking you all, some of you
are business leaders, some of you are developers,
some of you may have creative solutions I haven't
thought of or others haven't thought of, so we are
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I told them about the land and how expensive it was
and I said no matter what, we can't pay for it right
now. So, I arn not asking for your money because we
don't have enough for us to do this right now. This is
no fund-raiser. I am just asking you all, some of you
are business leaders, some of you are developers,
some of you may have creative solutions I haven't
thought of or others haven't thought of, so we are
inviting you to be a part of the group that really
comes up with the ideas and solutions for this.
(Telephone Interview)
-

The result was that Hamilton was up late getting e-mails, and answering
e-mails from people who sent in exciting, energizing ideas. They had
done their projections and wanted to know what he thought about their
projections.
Ron McCrary of Christ Episcopal Church in Overland Park,
•

Kansas, relates a similar story.
I think the one [decision] that will have the greatest
long-term impact [for Christ Episcopal] is the teambased decision to build where we are and buy ninetyone acres west of here for a second campus. Our
present sight is 7 % acres. We realized a couple years
ago that we were totally out of space and asked,
'What are we going to do?' Rather than have a couple
of people decide, I convened an advisory team and we
appointed this teaITI to begin thinking together with
me about how we are going to develop a facility here
for the future. We realized that there is a limit to
what you can do on seven and one half acres so at
the same time that we invited the parish to give for a
building here, we also invited them to give to help
buy ninety acres about ten miles west of here, for a
second campus. That whole decision making process
was grass roots and involved the advisory team as
well as the vestry which is the research board.
(Telephone Interview)
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But it is not just in substantial decisions like purchasing land or
beginning a second campus that these pastoral leaders enter dialogue.
Dialogue is integral to the everyday business of solution-finding, strategic
•

planning and idea-generating. I suspect that it is only because of the
pastoral leaders' consistency in everyday matters that many more
significant matters can be addressed. I say "more significant matters"
.

with some reservation, because it seems that none of these pastoral
leaders would say that team learning is more or less significant with
regard to any issue.
At Mosaic, finding solutions to problems is not based on seniority
or any type of position, according to Pastor Erwin McManus.
We had problems with small groups five years ago
and we would meet together as an entire staff and we
would throw the issue on the table. [At Mosaic] it
doesn't matter if you are the administrative assistant
or the person over small groups, everyone has equal
input and really it is driven by who has the greatest
insight or the best idea and then we work from that.
We get huge breakthroughs from a person who
doesn't work in an area. They have nothing to lose,
they have no investment in terms of emotion and
history and tradition. No one on staff has a theology
degree but me and everyone on staff comes from a
different arena in life. Because of that, you are going
to make a different decision than I am going to make,
without question, and I arn on your tealll because I
want you to do that. I think that teams have to have
a mutual submission and teaming is not the solution
to avoiding accountability and submission.
(Telephone Interview)
Harry Heintz describes a similar dynamic. He thinks pastors are
honored but not deferred to at Brunswick.
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They're not revered; they're not worshiped; if a pastor
walks in the room it doesn't mean all of a sudden
everything changes. Just because the pastor says I
think it ought to go this way, doesn't mean it is going
to go that way. So I think that would be fairly
obvious to the careful observer that dialogue is highly
valued at Brunswick. (Telephone Interview)
Paul Kaak, one of the founding pastors at Newsong Church in Los
Angeles says that willingness to learn from.each other is an essential
.

characteristic in leading team-based churches. "There has to be a true
humility and an understanding that others may know more. People have
to value each other and value each other's opinions so much so that they
are not rigid in expecting everyone to see things like they do."
McManus adds,
•

I think a big part of it is creating a leadership
environment that says this isn't possible without
your input. It is not saying, that other people have
greater expertise, that is not necessarily the case. In
some ways, a lot of lead pastors do have the most
expertise, and so if you try to go into the teaming
concept convincing them that the other staff has
more expertise, it may not be true. You have to
convince them all that the new ideas come from
people who are not that knowledgeable." When that
happens, McManus says that ideas, solutions and
strategies come from a decentralized mind.
"[Mosaic's] decentralization is allowing us to become
extremely diverse and that allows us to attack from a
multicultural level, because whenever you are
creating teams, people can see things at multiple
places. We are seeing innovation that we could have
never conceptualized from the staff level. . People are
doing stuff and we are blown away by it. (Telephone
Interview)
What is conspicuously missing from the interviews about
solutions, strategies, and ideas is talk about consensus, as it is
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commonly described. Consensus for these pastoral leaders is not defined
by unanimity. Everyone does not have to agree on a course of action,
but all have to assent to trust the one who they have called forth to lead.
•

McManus speaks this conviction clearly. "You are in a room and all
of you are equal in Christ with gifts and passions, but in that will emerge
the natural spiritual leadership; and that true consensus is coming to
.

the place where you say to someone 'you know you need to drive this, tell
us what to do and we will do it. m
Dialogue does not mean consensus; it does mean openness and
valuing others' ideas. It also entails the suspension of assumptions and
the demand to have one's own way as the group discerns direction for
teaIll and ministry. Dialogue in this sense is at the heart of congregations
who are functioning as teams and it is the heart of their pastors.
Coaching to Influence Team Ministry

At first consideration, coaching as behavior and modeling may
seem too similar to distinguish one from another. Coaching as a
.

behavior distinguished itself as a distinct behavior during the interview
stage. While I expected modeling to be a significant contribution to the
•

creation and maintenance of team learning in the church, the behavior
which I have labeled coaching was an unexpected observation.
As I said above, modeling is the acting out of team dynamics in
daily interactions so that others see what pastors of these learning
organizations mean by team. They practice team. Coaching, however,
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involves instructing, shaping process, encouraging right behaviors,
gently correcting wrong behaviors, and helping teams plan and practice
for team learning. Certainly, some coaching happens through modeling,
and some of it happens through a second new observation of the study:
tearn talk. But there are actions of the participant pastoral leaders
which deny exclusive categorization in either of those divisions. So much
.

coaching happens in the communication of the expectation that people
directly responsible for ministries will coach others. It certainly reflects
Paul's admonition to equip the saints for the work of ministry through
the use of one's gifts for the building up of others.
Beverly Allert, Pastor at Christ The King Lutheran Church in
•

Tigard, Oregon, for the past ten years, notes that modeling and coaching
go hand in hand.
As you see [team] in operation, more and more people
begin to think that this is the way we do it here. We
do it together. We try to encourage people to sign up
according to what they believe their gifts are and
where they think they can have meaningful ministry,
rather than just filling ajob that needs to be done.
(Telephone Interview)
,

But the coaching at Christ the King does not stop with helping its people
iden tify their gifts; they then train them to put those gifts to work in
specific ways.
•

The expectation that leaders will be coaches is communicated to
the staff at Brunswick Presbyterian. At Brunswick, staff are not paid to
do, but rather to see that it gets done by God's people using their gifts.
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Pastor Harry Heintz says, "We are not hiring you because no one else
wants to do this. We are hiring you because we believe you are gifted in
this area and that the great use of your gifts will enable more people to
participate and to develop their gifts. You don't do it yourself, if you do it
yourself you have mentored no one.
Mike Breaux, Pastor at Southland Christian Church in Lexington,
.

Kentucky, communicates the same expectation so much so that if
staffers are having trouble doing ministry in teams, they are coached by
Pat Rohag, Southland's Women's Ministry Director, who excels at
coaching. Breaux says that Rohag is a team builder by nature and so she
coaches those who have trouble. She mentors them through the process,
helping them work on attitude and action.
Warren Bird is specifically responsible for the team dynamic at
Princeton Alliance Church in New Jersey. "One thing I do on the staff
level when we get together is that I am feeding them resources and we
are talking about team leaders: [I ask them], who are you building? Who
are you working? Who are you pouring yourself into? How are you
helping them to go to the next level and taking responsibility?"
What both Heintz and Bird highlight is in some sense modeling,
but it stands out above modeling because of its intentional nature toward
•

the propagation of team in others. For some of these pastors, coaching
as a behavior seems to flow from their character and personality almost
effortlessly. Then there are some people like Bird who are charged

•

•
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specifically by their congregations to coach team. Chris Coli is another
whose role is to keep his finger on the pulse of team and to make
adjustments in mid-game as it best benefits the team members for the
completion of their ministry task.
The power of coaching may lie in the opportunity for tea Inmates to
discover their own solutions and ideas in the course of the interaction,
rather than simply to allow the coach to guide into the solutions. Adam
Halnilton certainly believes and practices this.
[Coaching] is a way that instead of me telling them,
'this is the way it is going to happen' of letting them
discover it for themselves. My goal is to be the tender
of the flame, to keep the vision alive, to capture the
big visions of the church, and to look at the things
that will hold us up in the future, like land issues
and building issues. [My job is] to look at
opportunities that no one else sees yet and to work
toward those with others' ideas." (Telephone
Interview)
Of all the things that demand John Ed Mathiston's time at Frazer
Memorial United Methodist Church in Montgomery, he says, coaching is
his primary task. "1 feel like my responsibility is to train and equip the
staff and then they relay that to the lay people. Unity is such an
important part of teamwork and it is not how great the players, are it is
how well they play together." Thus, Mathiston introduces what also
becomes evident about coaching from these interviews nalnely, that the
pastoral leader is the most influential coach. Like modeling, coaching
must begin with the pastoral leader and staff. If it does not happen there
it probably will not happen.
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Erwin McManus goes so far as to suggest, "I think that the
paradox of real teaming is that it is totally dependent on the primary
leader. I think as the lead person you have to see your success in helping
•

other people really be effective."
Gene Strange agrees: "You've got to have cooperation, you've got to
have this coaching mentality. Without that, I realized that I was doing
.

the church an injustice and ministry was being curtailed. And people's
personal growth was being short circuited because of my dictating
everything that happened."
Coaching as a behavior to influence team ministry seems
essential. It is not enough to just model it; there must be some
explanation and instruction along the way. Ron McCrary says it clearly:
"I think it is partly in my wiring that I'm not smart enough to be able to
know everything that's going in the whole parish and realizing that if I
tried to manage and control everything that is going on, then the
ministry can't get any bigger than what I can personally put my arms
.

around. I mean just by nature I can't pay attention to that much detail
at once; so the way I foster it is to bring people up close and start
mentoring them."
Ian Stevenson spends a significant amount of time coaching
•

others. Ian makes sure that the leaders of teams at Calvary Church are
well coached and are well resourced so that their team can do what it is
trying to do. The most recent intentional coaching behavior has been
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instituting HUB Meetings. A HUB Meeting stands for helping, uniting,
and building leaders. Anyone who is a team leader of any kind is
involved in the HUB meeting. Stevenson explains, "In the HUB meetings
we do training to give the leaders some of the tools they will need in order
to be good leaders, and we also use that time to just keep them F.E.D.focused, encouraged, and developed." "The key," adds Stevenson, "is
.

raising up, resourcing, and helping those leaders to understand what
kind of tearn it is that they are working with and how to do it."
Modeling, dialoguing and then coaching people to enable them to
accomplish tea m learning for themselves these are the behaviors of
team learning churches and their leaders.
Influencing through Team Talk
•

In the third and fifth chapters of his epistle, James reminds us of
the power of the tongue. This power of speech was evident in my
research of how pastoral leaders create an environment where team
learning flourishes. It became increasingly evident through the interview
.

process that a primary influence in motivating people for tea m ministry
is the way their leaders talk about team.
While almost everyone interviewed cited time spent together as a
team as important, what they did during that time stood out even more
significantly they talked about team and team dynamics and they did
so in temTI language. I suspected the influence of speech to be a factor,
but only a minor one. What I found instead was that every single
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interview participant brought to light the significance of speech in some
way. No one highlighted this more pointedly than Mike Breaux of
Southland Christian Church.
Breaux says it is not only a structure that makes it easy for people
to be involved; it is also a core value that says, "We expect you to be
involved in ministry. We stress that all time." Breaux says more than
.

any other value, he probably "beats that one value to death." He
preaches about it and Southland has a written core value statement,
affirming that "ministry is accomplished best in teams."
Walt Kallestad of Community Church of Joy in Phoenix, Arizona,
says team is part of their persona because of the way they talk about
•

teams. "We have several slogans that are part of our everyday language
around here. One of slogans is: 'We don't have it all together, but
together we can have it all. We have one other: we are better together."'
Warren Bird tells how the senior pastor at Princeton Alliance
influenced for teams by a simple communication change between the two
.

morning services. One of Princeton Alliance Church's members had a
terrible falloff the ladder and at the early morning service Bob Cushman,
the senior pastor, mentioned that when he went to the hospital, the man
was recovering well. In between services Bird questioned him about his
visit. "Bob, tell me about your time at the hospital; was it just you?"
"No," said Cushman, "the whole small group was there and they had
already been there to pray with him and to make plans to take care of his
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responsibilities while he was sick." Bird said he then quizzed Cushman
further, "Bob, what did you convey to the congregation by the way you
told it the first hour?" Cushman immediately understood the point that
.

Bird was making and made a communication adjustment for the second
service. When Cushman told the story the second time he related how
he went to the hospital but how when he got there he really was not
.

needed because the whole small group was there ahead of him doing the
work of ministry. Cushman bragged and made heroes of the small
group. In the second service, Cushman communicated a different
message to the congregation just by intentionally telling the story of a
teaITI in ministry.
Simple ways that language about temTIS is presented to
•

congregations either influence or miss an opportunity to influence
congregations for temTIs. The way language is used about perceived
leaders is important, says Chris Coli and Harry Heintz.
Chris Coli says, "We don't have a building anywhere with a sign
out front that says 'Pastor: Chris Coli' or anything like that, but as a
church, you could say we have trained our people to refer to the pastor
as the pastoral team. There is no more talking about, 'our pastor is like
this' or 'our pastor feels this way. m
A similar sentiment is expressed by Harry Heintz. "The way we
speak to each other and about each other is very intentional as a way of
our trying to be faithful to the understanding of Jesus about the
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kingdom being a place not a title, but a place where people are known by
nalne and honored as people period, so we just do our best for the most
part to avoid any of the things that smack of hierarchy, titles and classes
in the church. We try to be a one level church."
Mike Foss addresses a slightly different issue the language of
expectation. When teams are constantly spoken of as the method of
.

ministry, people get the message. "I insist on it. I am constantly saying:
who is your temn? Where is your team? Have you pulled a group
together?" This language of expectation speaks volumes to the people at
Prince of Peace Lutheran, known by Lutherans as a pacesetter in team
based ministry.
Paul Kaak asserts, "I only use the language of tealns. That
language has been around so much that it is the common language of
the congregation. The staff speaks it and models it, "When it comes to
communicating the expectation of team at Newsong Church [in Los
Angeles], we have teams do ministry. We don't allow people to do it
.

alone. We use the language of teams and dependence on team
members."
Ron McCrary emphasizes,
There are just little catch phrases that help to embed
team in the culture. I think what I say is ·probably
similar to what Mike Foss says: that the most
important thing you can do is create a culture that
embodies the direction of the values of the visions
you've got. [To use language as an influence for
team] begin tapping down in the culture so that it
permeates the whole body of the church. One of the
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ways you do that is to have some patented ways of
expressing what you want to happen. Then if you say
it over and over enough, people begin to catch it,
they'll pick it up and begin to repeat it themselves.
(Telephone Interview)
•

Paul Kaak says he must speak the language of teams just to be
heard by his target group. Newsong Church is a church made up mostly
of Generation Xers, and working with them.demands tea IllS. They will
.

not respond to top-down leadership. They expect to be valued and to be
able to participate. It is the only way to develop authenticity, integrity,
and trust in a generation that has a fear and distrust of a single person
authority figure.
The surprising discovery of the power of language to influence for
•

tea IllS was matched only by my surprise of the varied ways that the
interview participants use language and the varied outcomes they
expected. Whether pastoral leaders use language to model how to speak
to or about one another, or use language to communicate expectations,
or use language to influence the church culture, or use language simply
.

to get a hearing among the target audience, the message is clear:
Pastoral leaders who want to create a temTI environment in their church
are both careful and intentional in how they use the powerful tool of
language.
•

Permission to Risk Failure as an Influence for Teaming in Ministry

If one personality trait stood out alTIOng the participants in this

study it might very well have to be that they could all be considered risk
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takers. Admittedly, there was a common entrepreneurial spirit; there
was a common strong inner drive; there was a common charisma; and
likewise there was a strong commitment to serve and lead people in the
ways of Christ. But spanning all of these commonalties was the not only
the willingness to drealTI the seemingly impossible, but the willingness to
try it. One of the attributes evolving from this personal characteristic
.

was the leader's ability to confer on their followers the same attitude.
Evaluation of events and learning from both successes and
mistakes were common components of the risk-taking equation for the
study participants. These leaders were not afraid to attempt the
seemingly absurd in order that they might discover some new way of
•

communicating the Good News of Christ to their target constituency.
The phrase, "We've never done it that way before," was seen as a positive
motivator for risk rather than a negative description of a new approach.
Mike Foss may model this better than any leader I interviewed. He
says,
.

I've shared with the staff that I expect failures, but I
don't want mediocre failures. I want glorious
failures, so that we can learn big lessons. If we are
not going to be out there pushing the envelope
enough to have glorious failures, then we are not
doing what we need to do. There is a marvelous video
with Tony Bouse and he talks about what we call
failure as the moment of greatest learning and he
says you know you hit it when you say 'oh bleep.'
And then he goes on to say that when you hit that
instead of saying 'oh bleep,' say 'oh fascinating.'
(Telephone Interview)
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So Foss says he keeps talking to people about not being afraid to say "oh
fascinating." He goes on to say that the difficult part is wrestling with his
emotions when he hears someone at Prince of Peace say "oh fascinating."
His reaction, he says, is first celebration to God and the second is an
anxiety wondering how fascinating it was. Foss .adds, "If we are going
to be a learning culture, if we are going to be a people in mission, we
need to understand that there are not any roadmaps anymore."
This understanding that there are really no roadmaps anymore is
what encourages the leaders of team learning churches to encourage
their people to risk. Risk and failure become some of the greatest
learning experiences. The teams that evaluate themselves and their
events afterward seem to be the biggest learners.
Troy Glyn offers that at University Praise there are multiple layers
of evaluation and multiple questions, but "blame is across the board."
He is quick to quote Rick Warren of Saddleback Valley Community
Church in Orange County, California, who says, "Everything is an
.

experiment." Ginny Hall concurs that teaming encourages risk taking.
"One thing I think that is an encouraging part of being on a team is that
you know you are not blowing it up all by yourself." Warren Bird echoes
Ginny's sentiment, characterizing Princeton Alliance as a risk taking
•

congregation: "We are a permission-giving church, I hope a forgiving
•

church, I hope we are a church that says it is better to try something and
fail than to not have tried at all."
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Walt Kallestad says it is important to risk, but equally important to
evaluate that risk. He says it is important to evaluate because what gets
evaluated, gets improved. And if you don't evaluate, you never get better.
So, at Joy they take evaluation seriously "so that as a team you don't try
to fix the blame, you try to fix the problem."
Erwin McManus goes so far as to take the blame himself if
•

something goes wrong.
[As a team] we try to be perfectionist up to the event
and we try to be critics after, but while it is going on
we are all encouragers and positive. We don't try to
be perfectionist after the event, we try to find out why
we weren't perfect as well as what was good and what
wasn't so good. I think the problem sometimes is
that if you are a perfectionist after the event you can't
live with all of the mistakes that you made. We are
perfectionists up to the event. We try and make
everything perfect and then if it doesn't go perfect
that is just the way it is. If something goes really,
really bad I get the blame. (Telephone Interview)
A common thread that runs through the participant's responses
then is that these pastoral leaders do not see failure as the enemy.
Harry Heintz instead says, "We see bad technique as the enemy, but we
don't see failure as the enemy that is if it was a failure while we were
attempting to do something right, then let's learn from it. Failure is not
the problem, failing to learn from failure is the problem."
Pastors of churches that are functioning as teams give their teams
permission to risk failure for greater outcomes. They can do this
because, as leaders, they have been doing the very same thing
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themselves, many of them all of their lives. They live by the old maxim,
"nothing risked, nothing gained."
Summary of Significant Findings
.
•

My personal hypotheses I set forth at the beginning of the study
were found to be significant behaviors of pastors who create or maintain
a team learning environment in their congregations. From the literature
.

review, I anticipated four significant behaviors would emerge. These four
valuing team, modeling team, participating in dialogue and giving
permission to risk failure were noted as significant in the business
world. My expectation was that these behaviors would prove themselves
equally significant in the church since the leadership principles were
effective across business disciplines. During the study, I found
unanimous concurrence with those four identified behaviors. Two
additionally significant factors that I had not anticipated also emerged:
coaching and team talk.
Leaders of team learning churches value team. It was obvious
.

that each of the leaders valued team ministry by the way that they
structured their congregations for accomplishment of ministry in teams.
Likewise, it was evident that a strong biblical conviction concerning the
"priesthood of all believers" was prevalent among the participants in the
study. Ultimately, the highest testimony of the value of team by any of
the pastoral leaders was the practice of team ministry in their
congregations.
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Leaders of team learning churches model to encourage team
learning. In short, these leaders practice what they preach. They

function in teams that plan and design worship services; they function in
.

.

tearns of pastors who preach, teach, and lead; they function in tearns
sharing the credit for the many good things that are happening in their
congregations. These leaders avoid trying to do anything alone, always
taking time to share the ministry with others.
Leaders of team learning churches influence for team through
dialogue and valuing others' ideas. Dialogue is the capacity of

members of a tealn to suspend their assumptions and enter into
genuinely thinking together about solutions, strategies, and ideas. In the
congregations led by the study's participants there were high degrees of
freedom to express ideas and dreams. Such confidence can be attributed
to the high value the leaders place on ideas and people from all areas of
expertise. More than one of the participants related a story about finding
a solution or creative idea by submitting a problem to a team whose area
.

of expertise lay outside the area of the problem.
Dialogue is at the heart of congregations who are functioning as
teams and it is the heart of their pastors.
Leaders of team learning churches coach others to influence
for team ministry. Coaching distinguished itself as a separate behavior

from modeling by the involvement of the leader not just to show the way
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(modeling), but also to shape, instruct, and encourage team learning
behaviors in others.
Coaching involves training, encouragement, and development. The
role of coach was expected to be filled by every staff person who serve
with the leaders who participated in the study.
Leaders of team-learning churches .influence for team by the
.

way that they talk about teams. While almost everyone interviewed

cited time spent together as a te81TI as important, what they did during
that time stood out even more significantly: they talked about team and
.

teaITI dynamics all in team language .
Leaders use language to influence team learning by constantly
•

communicating the expectation that team will be the method of ministry.
They also use language to communicate that others are important or that
they, the leaders, are not more important. These leaders also use
language to speak about teams in order to influence the culture of the
church using the language so frequently that the members begin to
.

speak it for themselves.
Leaders of team learning churches give teams permission to
risk failure as an influence for teaming in ministry. If one personality

trait stood out among the participants in this study it might very well
have to be that they all could be considered risk takers. There were
many commonalties, but spanning all of them was not only the
willingness to dream the seemingly impossible, but also the willingness
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to try it. One of the attributes arising from this personal characteristic
was the leader's ability to confer on their followers the same attitude.
This willingness to risk, both by the leaders and their
congregations, enabled them to discover new paradigms for ministry and
service in their communities. Because they discovered that failure was
not the enemy, they were able to try and succeed and to try, fail, and
learn from their mistakes with great expectation .

•

•
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CHAPTER 5

Summary and Conclusions

The aim of this study was to identify the behaviors of pastoral
leaders that help create or maintain a temn learning environment in the
church. Based on twenty interviews conducted with pastors of churches
identified by a panel of experts as team learning churches, six significant
.

behaviors of pastors were identified. Four of the behaviors valuing
team, modeling team, practicing dialogue, and giving permission to risk
failure

were anticipated through prior readings. Two of the behaviors,
,

coaching and team talk, were unanticipated discoveries that proved
significant aITIOng the study's participants.
Interpretation

The four anticipated behaviors were cited by every single interview
participant as significant in contributing to teatn learning in their
congregations.
In those congregations the interview participants said that for team
•

to happen, it had to be valued by the pastoral leader as the mode of
operation. According to the study participants, it did them little or no
good to say, "we work as a tealn," but not value the outcomes offered to
the congregation by teams. Every leader who participated in the
•

interview noted that the valuing of teams must be proven by the valuing
of the contributions made to ministry by teams.
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Intricately bound up with the valuing of teams by these leaders
was the practice of modeling team learning for the congregation. If the
leader said, "we value te81TIs," or even valued the outcomes of team
ministry, but did not participate in ministry through teams himself or
herself, then the congregation did not participate in team ministry with
any regularity. The old adage, "what you do speaks so loudly I can't hear
.

what you say," certainly holds true in congregations where team learning
happens. If team learning happens in a congregation, the practice is
significantly influenced by the interactions of the pastoral leader who
models team learning and ministry.
Also, as anticipated, leaders of teaITI learning congregations enter
into dialogue with the people of their congregations and they value the
ideas that come from these interactions. According to Peter Senge,
"Dialogue is the capacity of members of a tea m to suspend their
assumptions and enter into a genuine thinking together" about
solutions, strategies and ideas (Senge, Art and Practice 11). The pastoral
.

leaders of congregations where tea m learning happens noted that most of
the best ideas for ministry did not originate with them. These
congregations encouraged their people to drea m and to express ideas
with great liberty. Pastoral leaders also relied on idea-generating and
creative problem solving from people from all areas of expertise. The
pastoral leader's valuing of each idea and solution encouraged
participation by members on the team.
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The pastoral leaders in teaITI learning congregations also gave their
temTIS permission to risk failure. In this simple act, the pastoral leaders
not only encourage their people to drearTI, but to attempt to make the
dreams happen. The failure factor and its consequence, when removed,
open up members of the team to try new ways of reaching the
community with the gospel. If, by chance, they failed in their new
-

venture, they often noted significant learning that would inform their
future dremTIing and risking.
These first four behaviors, while notably significant, were aided in
influencing for teaITI by two newly discovered behaviors. The first,
coaching to influence for team ministry, closely resembles the previously
•

cited practice of modeling. However, coaching goes one step further
because of its intentional nature, not just to model how team learning
happens, but to attempt to create habits and practices in others that
encourage team learning. Many of the pastoral leaders who participated
in the interviews noted a significant amount of time spent developing
.

habits in the leaders around them. This coaching behavior proved to be
the most surprising of my unexpected findings .
•

The second new discovery of the study is the use of "team talk."
Team talk was used by the pastoral leaders of tea m learning
congregations to influence the thinking of the congregants toward team
learning. While this discovery was not a completely unexpected finding,
team talk as a behavior for creating and maintaining the team-learning
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environment was a powerful influence. Leaders in these team-learning
congregations are intentional about publicly identifying and
congratulating tea In-learning behaviors. These leaders give credit for
successes to tea ms and articulate the expectation that ministry will
•

happen in teams. This way of using team talk seems to solidify in the
minds of the congregants that ministry is done in teams. In fact, several
.

of the leaders noted that they used the language of teams so frequently
that the participants adopted and used the language themselves even
before they were functioning significantly in teams.
What we see in these findings is a leadership model clearly
congruent with the model of leadership put forth by Jesus himself.
•

Jesus designed his ministry around a team of twelve and a larger team of
seventy or more. When Jesus created a leadership team of Peter,
J81nes, and John, and also when he sent the disciples out in mission in
teams of two, he communicated clearly that he did not intend for
ministry to be done alone .
•

Jesus often involved the disciples' ideas and solutions in their own
learning. Two specific examples come to mind: The great confession
made by Peter and the feeding of the five thousand. In each of these
accounts, Jesus does not readily offer the answer to the question or
problem at hand. Instead, in the first instance, he asks two questions:
"Who do people say that I am?" and "Who do you say that I am?" When
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the disciples answer he uses their input to affirm and teach them about
his true nature and identity.
Similarly in the second account, when the disciples present Jesus
with the problem of the hungry multitudes, it is evident that Jesus
•

expects that they will participate in the solution to the problem. They
clearly do not understand this, choosing to .look at Jesus instead as an
.

authority figure (someone with all the answers). Only Andrew offers a
possible though inadequate solution.
Through these two discourses, not to mention the many other
possible examples, it is clear that Jesus both values what I have called
teams, and he models ministry in teams. Jesus also enters into dialogue
with the disciples and then, using their ideas, coaches them toward new
understandings that would change both their perspective and actions.
Jesus also encourages risk among his closest followers. Peter's
walk on the water is a prominent example of the disciple's risk taking.
Additionally, throughout the New Testament, the disciples attempt
.

miracles, try to interpret teachings, and offer possible solutions to
problems, yet we do not see Jesus scolding the disciples for their
inadequate attempts. While Jesus does rebuke the disciples for wrong
priorities (Le., arguing over who will be greatest) or wrong
understandings (Le., Peter's objection that Jesus cannot go to Jerusalem
to die), Jesus does not reprimand the disciples for offering ideas.
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Thus, Jesus not only says that his disciples are not to sit in
authority over one another as the Gentiles do (Matthew 20:25-27), he
clearly contradicts the "authority figure" posture as a posture for biblical
leadership. Jesus, the One who had supreme authority, refused to
exercise it in authoritarian ways.
1mplications

This study provided insight into the behaviors of pastors that help
create or maintain a team learning environment in the church. This
body of knowledge was not previously identified in published work.
While there are numerous books in the business field about the subject,
there are only a few books in the ministry arena that address the issue of
tea m ministry at all. Those in the ministry arena that do exist are "how
to" texts none of which provide detailed research about the significance
of the behaviors of the pastoral leaders that affect team learning.
Consequently, none of them identify or detail specific behaviors at all.
Therefore, the implications of this study are the identified behaviors that
.

emerged from this study. These behaviors serve as guides (not
guarantors) for creating and maintaining a team-learning atmosphere in
the church.
Comparative Studies

The dream behind this dissertation project was to recapture what
the church had forfeited to the business world: teaIn focused ministry
and learning. Peter Senge, in his foundational work, The Fifth
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Discipline, highlights this fact when in the first chapter he cites the early
church's sense of koinonia in community as one of the primary exalnples
of team learning, and yet he fails to mention the church (early or modern)
.

anywhere else in his extensive work. Adding insult to injury, Senge
published The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook only four years after his first
work; in this later book, there is no mention of the church at all!
When I first read these two works, I was both overjoyed arid
saddened. I was overjoyed because the works struck a note of truth in
my soul about the way the church could and should exist, serve, and
grow. However, I also experienced a profound sadness at how far we had
moved from God's design

so far that the business world was now taking

credit for the church's birthright!
To my great joy, I found churches that were reclaiming our
heritage as a koinonia_community a community that grows, serves and
learns together. I wondered as I prepared to study them if I would see
similarities between them and the businesses on the forefront of their
.

respective markets.
From a panel of experts and then from each of the interview
participants, I solicited names of churches functioning and learning
together as teams. A pool of approximately twenty names were
identified, and though I spoke to or e-mailed each of the experts and
•

interview participants individually, their responses overlapped
remarkably. In a way, one could say the churches that participated in
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the study are on the forefront of their respective markets; they are known
for teaming and learning together.
When I exa mined the leaders in these congregations, I found
.

pastors that were acting in ways that Senge outlined: valuing teams,
modeling team interaction, participating in dialogue, and giving teams
permission to risk failure. Amazingly, while some of them were familiar
with Senge's concepts, few of them had actually read his book. So what
was the impetus for them to behave in ways that helped create or
maintain this team learning atmosphere in their congregations? Almost
unamiously these leaders cited a biblical conviction that team ministry
was God's intention.
Senge suggests to his business constituency that the early church
was a primary example of team learning. The good news is that there are
some churches who can still serve as an exatnple the ones who, like
Senge notes, value teams, model team ministry, enter into dialogue, and
give their teams permission to risk failure .
.

Limitations of the Study

One of the limitations of the study is the small sa mple of
congregations identified as qualified to participate in the study. When, at
the end of each interview I asked the participant, "do you know of a..TlY
other congregations or pastors I should contact for an interview for the
study?" a common reply was "No, I do not." The number of churches
talking about team learning is significant. The number actually
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practicing tealn learning is very small. This CaIne to my attention when I
contacted Bill Easum of Twenty-First Century Strategies, Inc., a church
consultant. Even with his broad exposure to churches, he identified only
four churches that were functioning as team-learning churches. Myemail contact with Sue Mallory of Leadership Network produced similar
results. It would have strengthened the study to have had a larger
s81nple; however, the testimony of the panel of experts and the study
participants indicate that an additional significant number of qualified
congregations does not exist.
An additional limitation of the study was that the actual practice of
tea III learning in a particular congregation was verified only by stories
that the pastor related about what was going on within a particular
congregation. The distance between these congregations made it
impossible to conduct these interviews on site, and thus, the data was
collected through tape-recorded interviews. Had I been able to visit each
site, I would have been able to visually verify that the behaviors identified
in the pastoral leaders was producing team-learning outcomes. What I
relied on was that the panel of experts had a deeper knowledge of each
congregation and had, in many instances, visited that congregation and
thus verified each congregation by identifying the congregation as teamlearning.
Because of the low number of qualified congregations, I had little
control over some limiting factors. However, I attempted to overcome

Collier 121
some of the other possible limitations by seeking congregations of
various sizes, various congregational age, and different denominational
affiliation (or none); and I interviewed both male and female pastors of
•

varIOUS ages.
Unexpected Findings

Of significant note, no interview participant identified any behavior
as more significant than another for creating than for maintaining a
team-learning atmosphere. It appears that the same behaviors that
helped create the team-learning atmosphere originally were the ones
that, when applied over time, helped maintain that atmosphere in the
congregation.
There were two newly discovered behaviors which I have described
above: coaching to influence for team learning and using the language of
teaITIS to influence for team learning (team talk). While neither of these
were expected behaviors at the outset of the study, they both
distinguished themselves very early in the interview process. The
significance of intentional coaching behaviors and the intentional use of
•

team language to influence for team ministry cannot be underestimated .
Practical Applications

Examining the results of the interviews in light of my review of
literature, four principles emerge which inform pastors regarding
behaviors that help create or maintain a team learning environment in
the church.
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Pastoral leaders who value team, model team based ministry,
enconrage dialogue, give teams permission to risk failure, coach to
influence for teams and use the language of teams help create and
.

maintain a team learning environment in the church. The fact that

these six behaviors were evident in each of the twenty churches identified
by the panel of experts as tea In learning churches is a strong indication
of their influence for evoking the desired outcome.

•

Team learning congregations are not congregations of any
particular size, denominational affiliation, geographic location, or
economic prolue. They are congregations whose leaders are
committed to ministry in teams and to those teams' learning and
growing together. The congregations and the leaders examined in the

study are of various backgrounds, ages, and character. The
congregations are of varied geographic location and of varied locations
along the traditional to contemporary worship spectrum. The leaders of
the congregations are of different backgrounds, different educational
.

levels, different genders and different ages. However, the common
denominator was their unwavering commitment to the six behaviors
outlined in this study.
The senior pastor in a congregation is not always the primary
influencer or leader in the area of teams. I began the study hoping to

interview the senior pastors of congregations whose members functioned
in teams. What I discovered was that many of the senior pastors, after
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talking with me briefly, would refer me to the "person in charge of
tealning." Teams seemed no less evident in the congregations where
some pastoral leader (other than the senior pastor) was responsible for
•

teaming. However, when interviewing pastors (other than senior
pastors), the participants did indicate the full participation and
commitment of the senior pastor. What this means is that the senior
pastor often used team language, modeled tealn ministry, and valued
teams, but the interview participant may have been the permissiongiving person and may have been more involved in coaching behaviors.
Pastoral leaders who, through their behaviors, help create and
maintain a team learning environment in the church, lead growing
,

churches. The study did not directly examine the correlation between

church growth and a team-learning mentality in the church. Nor did the
study exarnine any correlation between congregational decline and
leadership style.

However, it is noteworthy that each of the participants

in the study noted spiritual vitality, numerical increase, and vibrant
,

energy for ministry in their congregations.
Conclusion
.

,

The day is gone when people of faith expect the pastor to have all
the answers to the problems of life. Why then would they expect the
pastor to have all the insights needed for the ministry of a congregation?
Congregations are full of people who have exciting ideas and dreams
about ministry and want to be active in working out those dreams to the

"
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glory of God. It is the particular role of the pastoral leader of the twentyfirst century to enable this release for ministry to happen. I believe, as
do the participants of this study, that the Good News of Christ will be
enacted in new and exciting ways by the people of congregations whose
pastors value teams, model team ministry, enter into dialogue with
congregants, give teams permission to risk failure, coach others in the
ways of te81TI and, use the language of teams .

•

•

•
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"APPENDIX A
Interview Questions for Pastoral Leaders
of
Team Learning Churches

[NatTIe] I really appreciate your taking time to answer a few
questions for me. I am really interested in team learning churches and
how you as the pastoral leader help create or maintain that team
learning atmosphere in the church. I know your time is very valuable so
the questionnaire is short.
1.

I asked some leading pastors and church consultants to identify
some churches that have a teatn approach to ministry. They gave
me your church's name. Why do you think they did?
"

•

From what you just said, which of those aspects is most
significant?

2.

How do you personally foster the tea m approach to ministry?

3.

What in your church helps encourage and support this team
approach to ministry?

4.

What are the most important behaviors that encourage team
learning in your congregation?
•

Possible Follow Ups:

•

What influenced the development of that attitude?
"

• . What convinced you to further develop that skill?
•

What encouraged you to act in that way?

Collier 126
5.

How do you communicate to your staff that all of you are a teaIll,
learning and growing together? How do you communicate this to
your congregation?

6.

How do you react when an event planned and led by a team doesn't
meet your expectations?

7.

Where did you first get the team ministry idea? What continues to
influence your thinking along those lines?

8.

Of all the things we have talked about, which would you say have
been the most important ones in helping you maintain a team
learning environment over several years?

9.

Is there anything else about creating or maintaining a team
learning environment that it is important for me to know?

10.

Do you know any other churches operating as teams that I should
contact?

•

•
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Appendix B
Contextual Details of Churches Participating in the Study

Pastor
•

Church and
Location

Geographic
Profile

Average
Attendance

Economic
ProfUe of
Majority of
Con~nts

Erwin McManus

Mosaic
East, Los
Angeles, CA
(Southern

Urban West

875
.

R",· JI....:

Michael
Slaughter

Walt Kallestad

Adam Hamilton
•

Ian Stevenson
John Ed
Mathison
Eugene Strange

Paul Kaak

Mike Foss

Warren Bird

Troy Glenn

Mix of Blue
Collar &
White Collar
.

Ginghamsburg
UMC,
Tipp City, OH

3000

Rural Midwest

Mix of Blue
Collar &
White Collar

Community
Church of Joy,
Phoenix, AZ
. f<~T .r.Al
The United
Methodist
Church of The
Resurrection,
Kansas r." iT, KS
Calvary Church,
Newport Mesa,
CA
Frazer UMC,
Montgomery, AL

4000

Urban
Southwest

Mix of Blue
Collar &
White Collar

4000

Urban Midwest

White Collar

1300

Urban West

Blue Collar

4500

Rural Southeast

St. Luke UMC,
Lexington, KY

650

Urban Southeast

Newsong
Church, Covina,
CA
Prince of Peace
Lutheran
Church,
Burnsville, MN

900

Urban West

4500

Urban North
Central

Mix of Blue
Collar &
White Collar
Mix of Blue
Collar &
White Collar
Mix of Blue
Collar &
White Collar
Mix of Blue
Collar &
White Collar

1500

Urban Northeast

Princeton
Alliance Church,
Princeton, NJ
CMA
University
Praise, Fullerton,
CA

White Collar
550

Urban West

White Collar
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Chris Coli

Dick Wills
.

Ron McCrary

Mike Breaux

Jjm Cochran

Harry Heintz

Charles Shields

Beverly Allert '
,

Ginny Hall

Newsong
Church,
Pasadena, CA
Christ Church
UMC, Fort
Lauderdale, FL
Christ Episcopal
Church
Southland
Christian
Church,
Lex'
KY
Cincinnati
Vineyard,
Cin . mati OH
Brunswick
Presbyterian,
Rrunsw,ick, NY
Brentwood
Presbyterian, Los
Angeles, CA
Christ The King
Lutheran
Church
'l~
-, OR
Bellvue
Presbyterian,
Sea'lp WA

Urban West

70

Mix of Blue
Collar &
White Collar
Mix of Blue
Collar &
White Collar
White Collar

1300

Urban Southeast

1000

Urban Midwest

7000

Urban Southeast

Mix of Blue
Collar &
White Collar

4300

Urban North
Central

Mix of Blue
Collar &
White Collar

400

Urban Northeast

850

Urban West

200

Urban Northwest

Mix of Blue
Collar &
White Collar
Mix of Blue
Collar &
White Collar
White Collar

1300

Urban Northwest

White Collar

.

.
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APPENDIX C
PANEL OF EXPERTS WHO IDENTIFIED TEAM LEARNING CHURCHES

•

Bill Easum, Church Consultant and Co-Founder of EasumBandy and Associates, Port Aransas, Texas

•

Sue Mallory of Leadership Network, Dallas, Texas

• Terry Walling of Churchsmart, Carol StreaIll, Illinois
•

Paul Kaak, pastor of New Song Church, Covina, California

•

Erwin McManus, Pastor of Mosaic (formerly The Church on
Brady), East Los Angeles, California

•

Jack Loflin, Director of Ministry for The Mississippi Annual
Conference of The United Methodist Church, Jackson,
Mississippi

•

Larry Goodpaster, Tupelo District Superintendent of The
Mississippi Annual Conference of The United Methodist
Church, Tupelo, Mississippi

• Tim Celek, pastor of Calvary Church, Newport Mesa, California
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